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The decades between 1965 and 1984 were vibrant and very 
fruitful in Hungarian Art: both dissident photographers and 
artists of the time created magnificent photographic works in 
the spirit of the Neo-avant-garde style. It was a rare period 
when Hungarian photographers were producing up-to-date art 
in their homeland, and not just from outside its borders. I be-
lieve that these artists and their works deserve recognition 
in the revised, redefined, non-colonialist Map of European 
Arts. For this purpose I present and explain some 400 works 
of art by thirty-two Hungarian artists of this period. Please 
scrutinize them as rigorously as I did.

Sándor Szilágyi

 
Out of secrecy and obfuscation, a dearth of contemporaneous 
publications, and the good fortune of first-person interviews, 
Dr. Szilágyi has pieced together a compelling story which is 
surprisingly timely, relevant, worthy, and finally accessible 
in a language that will enable the circulation of his book to 
an international audience, as it so well deserves.

Sarah Morthland
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He received his degree in 2013; the title of his dissertation in 
English is Anti-Photography: Photography as the Medium of Art 
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book Photography (?) theories was published, in Hungarian, 
by Vince Kiadó, Budapest, 2014. His volume, Neoavantgárd 
tendenciák a magyar fotóművészetben, 1965–1984, of which this 
present book is the English version, was published in 2007 by 
Fotókultúra and Új Mandátum Kiadó, Budapest.
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ten years ago, i received in New york a book from 
my dear friend sándor szilágyi. sent from Budapest, 
the fact of its arrival was cause for celebration. What 
greater pleasure than the delivery of a parcel from a 
far away land, bound in paper and string and affixed 
with foreign stamps, its journey, from start to finish, 
a labor of love, its existence a bit of a miracle in and 
of itself. 
the book i received was this: Neovavantgárd 
Tendenciák a Magyar Fotóművészetben, 1965–1984. 
if asked to describe it, i would call it a great wedge 
of a book that flexes and preens in the hand. the 
self-wrap cover a smooth, matte finish, so densely 
coated with ink that the letters of the title are slight-
ly raised, the jacket illustration tactile. And the col-
ors. Black, white, and red. Blood red in the form of an 
opaque overlay, creating a mask that covers the 
eyes and ears of an androgynous face. Across the fore-
head appears the word “KoMPLeXus,” complex. the 
graphic effect is that of peeking through a keyhole, 
an illicit act. Beautifully conceived and executed, 
published only in Hungarian, the book remained for 
me, for a decade, an object, the pictures reproduced 
inside floating in a sea of unfamiliar words, un-
moored, without written content, fundamentally 
inaccessible. 
in 2016 i received another extraordinary gift from 
sándor, or saci as he is known to his friends. His 
book was finally scheduled to be released in english, 
and he asked if i would look it over. What began as 
a casual request led to months of revisions to sen-
tence structure and photographic terminology to 
clarify the already excellent translation of the text 
by Christopher Claris. throughout the process, i could 
hear saci’s voice, the cadence, the sighs, the irony, 
the passion. Most important, the door to Neo-Avant-
Garde Trends in Hungarian Art Photography, 1965– 
1984 was finally unlocked, and what a rich, compli-
cated treasure it yields, for this is a vibrant, rat-
tling period in Hungarian art that is little-known, 
isolated, and overshadowed.
twentieth century photographic history is heavily 
invested in the period between the world wars with 
excellent reason. shedding the bulkier cameras of 
the past, small format instruments, such as the 35 mm 
Leica, enabled the medium to gain fluidity and 
speed. Like driving an exciting little racecar, modern 
photography hugged the corners and arrived at the 
finish line ahead of the pack. the number of early 
practitioners of Hungarian origin who would prove 
seminal is remarkable – André Kertész, László 

Moholy-Nagy, Martin Munkácsi, Brassaï, and robert 
Capa among the most notable – each contributing a 
distinctive approach and style to the fledgling field.
A coalescence of events led to the genesis of these 
talented individuals who emerged in Hungary at 
the turn of the nineteenth century. Benefitting 
from the introduction of new technology, which led 
to increased industrialization and urbanization, the 
country revamped its educational system. Literary 
and artistic activities flourished. A fascination 
with cinema took hold – from the opening of the 
first movie theater in Budapest in 1896, by 1911 
there were over 100 operating in and around the 
city. Filmmaking as a new form of communication 
was embraced; applied design and other visual media 
followed suit in a heady atmosphere of experimen-
tation. 
But the economic and cultural boom in Hungary 
would be short lived, guillotined by World War i and 
the political turmoil that overtook the country at the 
end of the war. By 1925, Kertész had moved to Paris 
to seek his fame, Moholy-Nagy accepted a professor-
ship at the staatliches Bauhaus in Weimar in 1923, 
Munkácsi, lured to New york in 1933 on assignment 
for Berliner Illustrierte Zeitung, did not return to 
europe, Brassaï relocated to Paris in 1924, support-
ing himself as a writer and learning photography to 
illustrate his stories, and Capa departed for Berlin 
in 1930 to study journalism and political science 
before taking up photo-reportage. the influence of 
this group of intrepid photographers was far reach-
ing in the late 1920s through the mid-1930s, fueled 
in part by the rise of the picture magazine and illus-
trated press which disseminated images across 
europe, but not in the repressed environment of 
their homeland. 
By the mid-1950s, when the rest of the world was 
well on its way to recovering from World War ii, 
Hungary underwent another violent transition, the 
Hungarian revolution of 1956. Beginning with a 
student demonstration on october 23, by the begin-
ning of November soviet forces had rolled into 
Budapest in tanks to crush the uprising. on No-
vember 4, a puppet government, led by the commu-
nist János Kádár, was set up in szolnok; the new 
government took the oath only four days later in 
Budapest, the capitol. the Hungarian resistance 
held on for weeks, in some cases until January of 
1957, before succumbing. some 2,700 citizens were 
killed during the fights of the revolution and the 
resistance, approximately 250 were executed dur-

ForeWord
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ing the retorsion, among them imre Nagy, the for-
mer and legal prime minister, on June 16, 1958. 
some 180,000 fled the country of ten million people. 
Mass arrests continued for years, denunciations 
proliferated. the soviet influenced Kádár-govern-
ment ruled the country until the inauguration of the 
third Hungarian republic in 1989. 
it is into this thirty-three year period of oppression 
and stifling conformity that we are tossed by sándor 
szilágyi, who proposes that we consider the output 
of a handful of relatively unknown artists utilizing 
the photographic medium as a form of expression 
during this critical period in Hungarian history. He 
not only proposes this notion, he insists upon it, 
authoring a book that sets a benchmark, shoulder-
ing its way into the already crowded chronology of 
photography. Fortunately, it is a timeline that is fluid, 
eager to be invigorated by new discoveries and reas-
sessments. this insightful, hard-won volume will 
undoubtedly prove a revelatory addition, expanding 
our horizons and stimulating further inquiry. 
Born of strife, youthful energy, and restless intelli-

gence, the Hungarian artists of the neo-avant-
garde of 1965–1984, working in near solitude and 
under the perpetual threat of retribution, managed 
to stretch not only the boundaries of the political re-
gime but those of the medium itself – as diverse and 
interesting a lot as their famous predecessors. out 
of secrecy and obfuscation, a dearth of contempo-
raneous publications, and the good fortune of first-
person interviews, dr. szilágyi has pieced together 
a compelling story which is surprisingly timely, rel-
evant, worthy, and finally accessible in a language 
that will enable the circulation of his book to an in-
ternational audience, as it so well deserves. 

sarah Morthland

My special appreciation to my associate, Amy Mattern, 
who jumped on board to give a third read to the book 
and help untangle nuanced distinctions that threat-
ened to elude, and to Saci, for inviting my participa-
tion and collaboration, my heartfelt congratulations 
for the realization of his dream.
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it was ten years ago, in the Autumn of 2007, that my 
book, Neoavantgárd tendenciák a magyar fotómű 
vészetben, 1965–1984, was published in Hungarian. 
this present version in english emanates from it. i 
haven’t rewritten the book, but shortened it a bit. 
i left out some details that i do not believe relevant 
to a reader who is not intimately familiar with the 
political and cultural circumstances of that era in 
Hungarian history. Also, one of the artists declined 
to participate in the present publication.
the original edition generated many reviews. one of 
them made me especially happy and proud: géza 
Perneczky, the doyen of Hungarian Art History, 
published a nineteen-page study on my book in the 
February 2008 issue of Holmi, a leading Literary and 
Cultural periodical. For me, the most important part 
was his admission that he did not take art photog-
raphy seriously enough ... ironic, as some of his pho-
to works are presented and discussed in my book. 
He concluded his essay by relaying that he went to a 
bookstore in Cologne, where he has lived since 
1970, and bought some ten books on the history and 
theory of photography. For this alone, and for other 
details, information and thoughts he expressed, 
writing my book has been made worthwhile.
there was another outcome to my book that made 
me happy and proud. róbert Alföldi, a well-known 
collector of modern and contemporary art, and one 
of the best directors and actors in Hungary, bumped 
into my book accidently five years ago, in the lobby 
of a movie theater. He dipped into it, bought it, and 
at home began to view the pictures and texts more 
seriously. He became so enthusiastic that he started 
to collect the photo works of the period addressed 
in the book.  His collection has grown exponentially, to 
encompass more than one thousand pieces. His col-
lection of photo artworks of the Hungarian neo-
avant-garde and the new wave period exceeds any 
private or museum collection. the quality of the col-
lection also makes it unique: Alföldi’s viewpoint is 
absolutely personal. He isn’t driven to collect famous 
works by well-known artists. What really counts is 
whether the given image speaks to him. Almost 
every photograph in his collection is of a human 
being, and Alföldi prefers ones which are somehow 
related to the human body. A selection of his collec-
tion was exhibited and published in 2016 under the 
title ‘the Freedom of the Past.’ A beautiful and 
voluptuous album, as was the show.
i’d like to thank both géza Perneczky and róbert 
Alföldi for expressing their understanding and 

respect of my work. it meant a lot to me, and has 
helped me in my further work.     
i also thank the careful and delicate work of my 
translator, Christopher Claris. From his translations 
i have received the most that an author can hope, a 
sense that the book was written originally in english. 
in other words, Chris did not strive to maintain my 
sentences, or their grammatical structure, but fo-
cused upon the thoughts, the ideas, and sometimes 
the irony or humor behind them.
i can’t be thankful enough to sarah Morthland and 
her associate, Amy Mattern, for the invaluable work, 
patience, and empathy with which they copy-edited 
the text of my book. Without their suggestions and 
corrections, this book really couldn’t be published 
properly. i have known sarah for almost twenty 
years now (which does not seem possible!), and al-
ways treated our friendship as one of the most valu-
able presents of my life. And now i feel even more 
privileged with Amy’s friendship. thank you both 
for all your efforts to produce an accurate text in 
english, a language in which i can communicate to a 
certain level, and can read and understand as well, 
but one i don’t speak or write fluently. 
We kept the basic principal of the original layout – 
there are minor changes of course, but to me this 
english version actually looks more beautiful, and 
better-ordered than the original. For this i must thank 
our talented and tireless graphic designer, györgyi 
Havas, who did an extraordinary job.
For understanding the importance of publishing this 
book in english, and helping to find the financial 
support to realize it, i’d like to thank László Haris, 
curator of the Photography Collegium of National 
Cultural Fund of Hungary, györgy szemadám, cura-
tor of the NCF’s Publishing Collegium, and gábor 
einspach, director of the Art+text Budapest galéria.   
in the Acknowledgments of the 2007 edition there 
are 46 men and women mentioned: everyone who 
helped me in my research, in collecting the docu-
ments and the artworks for reproduction, and for the 
exhibition which accompanied the book. Although 
these names are not listed here, their participation 
remains greatly appreciated. 
But there is someone who i cannot leave unmen-
tioned, because without her moral support neither 
the 2007 publication nor this one could have been 
realized. i want to acknowledge this by dedicating 
my book to my wife, Krisztina tréfás.   

Sándor Szilágyi

PreFACe ANd ACKNoWLedgMeNts
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Footnotes: Most of the footnotes from the original 
book have been retained in this volume, although 
i anticipate readers will be frustrated as 95% of the 
publications are in Hungarian. For this reason, and 
to avoid further frustration, we opted to omit the 
Bibliography that appeared in the Hungarian edi-
tion, as data regarding the most important citations 
remains accessible in the footnotes. 

Names: in the main text and in the footnotes, we 
published the Hungarian names in the order in 
which they would typically appear in english: first 
the forename(s) and then the family name. (in Hun-
garian, like in Japanese, the order is the opposite.) 
if we had to divide a Hungarian name, or a word in 
a title, we kept the ligatures and two-letter charac-
ters together. At the first mention of an artist in a 
chapter, we provided the year of birth (and death), 
as i wanted to indicate how astonishingly young 
many of the artists were when they produced these 
magnificent works.

Photo vs. photography: the word ‘photo’ is used 
in the translations of the titles, or in quotations, 
since in Hungarian the equivalent ‘fotó’ doesn’t 
have pejorative connotations. on the other hand, 
the word ‘fotográfia’ (‘photography’) is considered 
very official, formal. Nevertheless, in my own texts 
in the book i used the word ‘photography’ instead 
of the abbreviated ‘photo.’ 

The CD: there is a Cd supplement to the Hungarian 
version of this book which enables access to most of 
the documents i used for writing the book, including 
invitation cards and catalogs, published and unpub-
lished writings, and documents of the formation and 
operation of the studio of young Photographers. Al-
though these documents are primarily written in 
Hungarian, most of the small catalogs also provide 
english translations of the texts. As well, there are 
supplemental illustrations of many additional works 
of art. the Cd supplement is available at 
www.artplustextbudapest.com.

The artworks: there are some 400 photographic 
works of art published in this book. the reproduc-
tions stem from vintage or other genuine prints of 
the originals, or computer generated replicas. in all 
instances the source information is cited. dimen-
sions are stated in centimeters (cm), except 24 x 36 mm 
film. if the artist used more than one negative to 
produce an image, creating a combination print, or 
a diptych, triptych, sequence, or tableau, and the 
image we reproduced was made from negatives and 
not the original work, we used the word ‘negative’ in 
plural form. 

Abbreviations: i have used the same abbreviations 
and formats commonly found in historical and theo-
retical literature on Photography and Art. However, 
there are some special acronyms, and special uses of 
common ones, that require explanation. 

Note to tHe reAder

Abbreviations in the titles of the art works 

HMP = Hungarian Museum of Photography / Magyar Fotográfiai Múzeum, Kecskemét

HNg = Hungarian National gallery / Magyar Nemzeti galéria, Budapest

iKM = szent istván Király Múzeum / saint stephan King Museum, székesfehérvár

LM = Ludwig Museum – Museum of Contemporary Art, Budapest / 
  Ludwig Múzeum – Kortárs Művészeti Múzeum, Budapest

unt. = untitled (Untitled indicates a work that is formally titled as such)

Abbreviations in the text 

Cd = refer to the Cd supplement: www.artplustextbudapest.com

& = Album or Catalog on the Cd supplement

*	 = invitation card on the Cd supplement

FMK = Fiatal Művészek Klubja / Club of young Artists

MAdoMe = Magyar dolgozók országos Művészfényképező egyesülete / 
  Hungarian Workers’ Nationwide Club for Artistic Photography
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the ’Muskátli’ espresso, c. 1965 
Photo by györgy Lőrinczy



3

Progressive art on par with international standards 
was being made in Hungary from the 1960s until the 
turn of the millennium and photography was one of 
its main mediums. there are two reasons why these 
facts are not widely known.
one reason is historical and can be described in a 
nutshell as the political division of europe prior to 
1990. the soviet system successfully blocked the 
flow of information in both directions. the national 
border, protected by barbed wire and machine guns, 
not only prevented political, cultural, and artistic 
news from the West from coming in, but also 
stopped information, save a trickle, from getting out. 
the communist leaders viewed any ideological, 
artistic, or cultural influence that differed from 
Marxist-Leninist doctrine as suspicious and dan ger-
ous. in order to guard against ‘ideological danger’ 
the one-party state imposed total control that ex-
tended even to hotels. For example, until the mid- 
1980s the weekly political magazine Newsweek was 
only available in large hotels and could only be 
purchased by hotel guests.
the Hungarian avant-garde who had been driven 
into a social and informational ghetto naturally tried 
to establish contacts with the Western art world. 
Apart from being relatively cheap to produce, this 
explains the popularity of photography (and later 
video) during that period. if paintings, sculptures, 
performances, and of course the artists in person 
could not reach the West, it was hoped that at least 
visual documentation of their art and their photo-
based works would reach the hands of those who were 
interested. But the people in the West who were 
genu  inely interested at that time were them selves in 
a peripheral situation.1 Conceptual and performance 
generated photography (and video) of the post-
1960 period was generally outside the scope of most 
museums, but eastern european neo-avant-garde 
artworks were even further afield. Alas, one of the 

major reasons for this was the lack of availability of 
Central and eastern european works from this 
period in the u.s. and europe, a situation which 
persists even today.     
the other reason why more recent Hungarian art is 
not present in the universal artistic canon of the 
second half of the twentieth century is simple, yet 
very sad. Not only was a contemporary perception 
of the achievements of more recent Hungarian art 
wanting, but retrospective regard is almost com-
pletely lacking or very faltering. earlier, scattered, 
individual initiatives exist, but in the five-year 
period following the change of regime in 1990,  
when serious institutional interest arose in the 
West to at least recognize in hindsight the art of 
Central and eastern europe,2 it is an unpardonable 
failure of Hungarian art history that no professional 
historical appreciation of the post-1945 period was 
provided to satisfy this. to this day there are no 
monographs of such undeniably world-class artists 
as the con ceptualist Miklós erdély, the creator of 
Hungarian body art tibor Hajas, or the Fluxus artist 
tamás szentjóby (st.Auby), to mention but a few. 
there are legitimate fears that the new wave of 
interest evident in the last few years will fall away 
– or rather be distorted from the aspect of photog-
raphy as art – as had happened before due to the 
slothfulness and incomprehension of Hungarian 
artistic circles.
As the overlapping orbits of the diagram below 
clearly illustrate, the kind of photography we are 
talking about lies in the intersection of art and 
photography, a realm that falls entirely within the 
discourse about the arts and transcends traditional 
uses of medium.3

in this era there were two types of artists creating 
this kind of photographic work. one was the dissi-
dent photographers who opposed the official, state 
‘artistic photography’ of the time, as promoted and 

1 one of the most committed 
proponents of the indepen-
dent photography of Central 
and eastern europe was John 
P. Jacob, who like a ‘partisan’ 
organized exhibitions which 
showed the American public 
that the art being created in 
this part of the world was 
rich, innovative and indeed 
flourishing. see Portfolio. 
Gyetvai Ágnes beszélgetése 
John P. Jacobbal (1986) [Port-
folio. Ágnes gyetvai’s conver-
sation with John P. Jacob 
(1986)]. http://www.c3.hu/ 
~ligal/38.htm. 

2 the most spectacular sign of 
this was the mammoth exhi-
bi tion Europa, Europa! and its 
four-volume  accom panying 
book. ryszard stanisławski – 
Christoph Brockhaus (eds.): 
Europa, Europa: Das Jahrhun-
dert der Avantgarde in Mittel- 
und Osteuropa, Stuttgart, Verlag 
Gerd Hatje Cantz, 1994. Some 
700 works by 200 art ists were 
shown at the exhibi tion (Kunst- 
und Auss tellung shalle der 
Bun des republik deutsch land, 
Bonn, 27 May–16 octo ber 
1994); new Hun gar ian 
photography as art was 
represented by Zsolt Péter 
Barta and gábor Kerekes. 

3 For more see, sándor szilá-
gyi, A fotográfia (?) elméletei 
[theories of Photog raphy (?)], 
vince Kiadó, Budapest, 2014, 
pp. 30–35.

Arts

art
photography applied

photography

amateur
photography

snapshots

artists using
photography

Uses of photography

geNerAL overvieW
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expected by the Association of Hungarian Photo 
Artists, which inextricably mixed the practices and 
aesthetics of the amateur photography movement, 
applied photography (mainly press and advertising) 
and documentary photography. experimental pho-
to graphic perception akin to the arts was always 
anathema to the essentially dilettante and conserva-
tive mentality of the leaders and membership of the 
Association.4 
the other type of artists making photo-based works 
of art were writers, musicians, performers, film-
makers, and the like who at certain points in their 
careers ‘discovered’ photography as an interesting, 
effective, and relatively cheap artistic tool that did 
not require preparatory studies, at least at the level 
they employed it. in other words, it was democratic 
and fitted their ideology of ‘everyone is an artist’ 
perfectly. the term used in literature for this is art-
ists using photography. this differs in many respects 
from the photography of dissident photographers – 
but far more important is what they have in com-
mon: a critical attitude to (photographic) art and 
the need to experiment with new means of photo-
graphic expression.
Artists using photography are dealt with in a single 
chapter in my book. the reason for this is that they 
have a relatively high profile in the discussion of the 
progressive photographic art of the era. the artistic 
achievements of the genuine photographers, how-
ever, are almost completely unknown even among 
Hungarian art historians. thus i will concentrate on 
this arena in my book.

tHe PositioN oF Art 
PHotogrAPHy iN tHe West 
ANd iN HuNgAry

the period covered by this book is one of the most 
exciting eras in universal photography, as this is 
when photography in an institutionalized form fi-
nally won its rightful place among the arts, at least 
in America and Western europe. stuart Alexander 
cred its this to the fortunate synergy of several pro-
cesses in his excellent summary.5 Let us look at the 
most important of these, and Hungary’s position at 
the time. 

Photography in higher education
in America creative photography became part of 
the university curriculum in the years following 
World War ii. By 1963, photography in higher edu-
cation had become so significant that the institu-
tions concerned established an organization with a 
hundred members, the society for Photographic 
education. At the end of the 1990s, its membership 
had risen to 1,500.6

in Hungary photography was not taught at all in 
higher education until 1985, when the Hungarian 
College of Art and design launched its photography 
course. Neither the College of Fine Arts nor its suc-
cessor, the Hungarian university of Fine Arts, had 
or currently has an art photography department. 
this is analogous to omitting the graphic arts from 
higher art education and only teaching applied or 
advertising graphics. 
Alexander explains the photo expansion that oc-
curred in the West in the 1960s and 1970s by the 
fact that the generation of baby boomers born be-
tween 1940 and 1955 finished their schooling in 
this period and many among them went on to study 
photography and creative photography. All that 
can be said about Hungary in this respect is that re-
grettably the photo boom did not happen here.

Visual culture 
in the West the generation of people born in the 
years of the baby boom between 1940 and 1955 
were the first to be brought up on television, the il-
lustrated press, which was at its zenith, and adver-
tisements. it is no wonder that they had an acute 
sense of visuality, not purely from potential creative 
aspects but also on the receiver and user side, which 
is far more important from the viewpoint of the so-
ciology of art. 
in 1956, 71% of us households had a television.7 In 
the same year there were a total of 600 television set 
owners in Hungary, which had a population of 
around 10 million. experimental broadcasts of mu-

4 this was not a special Hun-
garian phenomenon but was 
typical of all the countries of 
the communist bloc. see for 
example ileana Pintilie, ‘inter-
view with iosif Kiraly,’ Art-
margins [online], February 7, 
2009. http://www.artmargins.
com/index.php? option=com_
content&view=article&id=18
2:subjective-interpretations-
of-reality-produced-from-
objective-fragments-ileana-
pintilie-in-conversation-with-
iosif-kiraly&catid=115:intervi
ews&itemid=94. simina 
Bădică, ‘Historicizing the 
Absence: the Missing Photo-
graphic documents of roman-
ian Late Communism,’ Collo-
quia. Journal of Central Euro-
pean History, Vol. XIX. (2012), 
pp. 40–62, in particular p. 49; 
igor Manko, ‘the Kharkiv 
school of Fine Art Photog-
raphy’ VASA project: Journal 
on Images and Culture, issue 
7, 2014. http://vjic.org/vjic2/ 
?page_id=3352. vytautas 
Michelkevičius, The Lithua-
nian SSR Society of Art Photo g-
raphy (1969–1989), vilnius 
Academy of Arts Press, vilni-
us, 2011, p. 101, trans. Jurij 
dobriakov.

5 stuart Alexander, ‘Photo-
graphic institutions and Prac-
tices,’ in Michel Frizot (ed.), A 
New History of Photo g raphy, 
Könemann, Cologne, 1998, pp. 
695-707.

6 Ibid.,  p. 701.

7 Media timeline 1951-75, 
www.ketupa.net/timeline5.
htm.



5

sic and literary programs airing only two days a 
week began on February 23, 1957.8 these could be 
received within a 50 to 90 km radius. the number of 
television subscribers increased to 16,000 the fol-
lowing year, 831,000 in 1965, 1,769,000 in 1970 and 
2,390,000 in 1975.9

regarding the illustrated press, with slight exag-
geration it could be said that periodicals illustrated 
with photographs published in contemporary Hun-
gary occasionally included an important photo-
report, but there wasn’t a serious illustrated press 
to speak of in this period, and magazines were 
particularly lacking. the first periodical in which 
photographs were treated on an equal footing with 
the text was Képes 7, which appeared in 1986.
these factors did not encourage a high visual cul-
ture, at least certainly not on the receiver and user 
side – and talent is in vain if there are no takers. 

The art trade
the last statement can even be interpreted literal-
ly. Apart from being a means of self-expression, a 
social program, a philosophy, and much else, art in 
the West in this period provided a source of liveli-
hood and its main institution was the gallery sys-
tem. At this time photography was integrated into 
this structure. Here are just a few examples. in 
1969 Lee Witkin, ignoring the advice of friends, es-
tablished the Witkin gallery in New york, where 
works by Ansel Adams and edward Weston could 
be bought for 25 to 200 dollars. tennyson schad 
opened Light gallery, a showcase for contemporary 
photography in New york in 1971 and it functioned 
for sixteen years. in 1976 the Photographers’ gal-
lery opened in London and galerie Agathe galliard 
in Paris. the success of the retail sector, where 
prices rose by 680% between 1975 and 1991, also 
attracted the attention of the Wall street Journal.10

in Hungary a single gallery dealt with photography, 
which functioned only for a year in 1981. this was 
the young Communist League Club at Budapest’s 
toldi Cinema.11 even this was not really a gallery, 
merely an exhibition space as the organizers did 
not deal with sales. 

Museums and non-profit galleries 
in the West in the early 1970s large museums and 
non-profit galleries began to devote more attention 
to contemporary photography.  Apart from arrang-
ing exhibitions, the institutions also began collect-
ing. the reason for this positive change, in stuart 
Alexander’s opinion, was that many young people 
educated in photography were appointed during 
this period to important curatorial posts.
even today, in Hungary, the histories and theories 
of photography are not dealt with in university art 

history departments. this artificial separation of 
photography is another reason why most art histo-
rians view even creative photography made ex-
pressly with artistic intent as not part of the fine 
arts. A telling example of this is the terse two half 
sentences devoted to the art photography of the 
age in a university textbook describing Hungarian 
twentieth-century fine arts which merely mention 
that László Ha ris was a member of the Sur et Non12 
and the No. 1 groups of artists and that his ‘micro-
scope-like enlargements are examples of the scien-
tific approach to the visible world.’13 Haris’s artistic 
achievements unquestionably deserve more, not to 
mention the whole of photography as art.
However, the author alone is not to blame for this. 
this situation can only change when basic research 
into art photography is undertaken and, in the wake 
of this, high-standard monographs and albums ex-
pertly presenting each period, subject, and oeuvre 
are published.

Photo book publishing
in the West publishing books on photography also 
evolved in this period. in consequence of the new 
exhibition policy of large museums and the high 
standard of photographic magazine culture, an in-
creasing number of excellent photographic cata-
logues and monographs appeared. Listing them 
alone would fill a chapter.
in Hungary before 1990, only one of the artists dis-
cussed here managed to publish a book of his own 
photographic works: László török, doing so only in 
1983. the volume of less than 100 pages entitled 
Módosulások14 was a quality edition by the stan-
dards of the time, but it would be a wild exaggera-
tion to call it a truly elegant album. Neither can the 
books Antológia15 and 21 fotográfus16 be regarded as 

8 However, May 1 celebrations 
were already included in the 
schedule in 1957. see ‘Ma gyar -
or szág a XX. században / A 
Magyar televízió története’ 
[Hungary in the 20th Century/
the History of Hungarian tele-
vision], http://mek.oszk.
hu/02100/02185/html/516.
html.

9 Judit Bokor and ildikó 
Kováts, Tömegkommuniká ciós 
adattár II. (Rádió, te levízió) 
[Mass Communication data-
base ii (radio and televi-
sion)], tömegkommuni kációs 
Kutatóközpont, Bu dapest, 
1978, p. 114. My thanks to 
András szekfű, who provided 
this information.

10 Alexander, op.cit,, p. 698.

11 * 1981: toldi. see sándor 
Feldmájer, inter viewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006; Péter 
tímár, inter viewed by sándor 
szilágyi, 2006. Feldmájer was 
the secretary of the Budapest 
Council Cinema Company – 
young Communist League 
supervising the toldi Cinema 
in 1981 and tímár was the 
artistic editor of the toldi 
Photo gallery.

12 & 1969, szürenon in Hun-
garian, derived from surreal-
ism and nonfigura tive ness.

13 gábor Andrási et al., ‘Magyar 
képzőművészet a 20. szá zad-
ban’ [Hungarian Fine Arts in 
the 20th Century], Corvina, 
Buda pest, 1999, p. 177. this 
section was written by And-
rás Zwickl.

14 László török, Módosu lások 
[Modifications], Magvető Könyv-
ki adó, Budapest, 1983. &

15 Antológia. Fiatalok Fo tómű
vészeti Stúdiója 1977-1984 
[Anthology: studio of young 
Photographers 1977-1984], 
Magyar Fotó művészek szö vet-
sége, Bu dapest, 1985. &

16 Mihály gera and László 
török (comp.), 21 foto gráfus 
[21 Photographers], JAK 
Füze tek 26, Magvető Könyv-
kiadó, Bu dapest, 1987. &
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such, even though, albeit belatedly, they did attempt 
to give an overview of contemporary progressive 
photographic trends. these were the three books 
on photography published in Hungary prior to 1990 
on the subject considered here.17

As for exhibition catalogues, or more precisely book-
lets, if one was published at all for an exhibition, it 
was typically cheaply designed, with a brief intro-
duction, and poorly printed. No professional com-
prehensive studies or monographs were written in 
this period. the exhibition reviews, occasional por-
traits, reports, and couple-of-page forewords writ-
ten for exhibition booklets, however intelligent, 
were no substitute for more formal volumes. 

Lack of information
due to the political relations of this era, Hungar-
ian photographers involved in progressive trends 
were to all intents and purposes hermetically sealed 
from Western european, let alone American, artistic 
move  ments.18 Hungarian photographers were bare-
ly aware of what was happening elsewhere in the 
world. travelling to the West, if possible at all, was 
a rare event, while foreign books and periodicals 
could only be obtained with great difficulty because 
the Hungarian forint was not a convertible currency 
and Western books were only allowed into Hungary 
by special order for censorship reasons. Neverthe-
less, most artists longed to show their works to for-
eign audiences,19 hoping to gain there the respect 
that they had not won in their homeland – as indeed 
they did in many cases. the positive feedback for 
those works which were shown at a few exhibitions 
abroad is evidence of this.

tHe PositioN oF PHotogrAPHy 
iN tHe KÁdÁr–ACZÉL erA
Between support and tolerance
For most of the period between 1956 and 1988, 
when János Kádár presided over the People’s re-
public of Hungary, one man, györgy Aczél, directed 
and manipulated the cultural policy of the commu-
nist regime. there is no indication, however, that Aczél 
had a separate policy for photography: it was too pe-
ripheral an area to merit the attention of the party 
and state leadership.20 Neither did photographers 
draw attention to themselves. Just a single pho togra-
pher and a writer on photography allowed themselves 
a gesture of opposition. in october 1979 Lász ló 
török and András Bán were among those who sign ed 
the petition protesting against the imprisonment of 
the leaders of the Czechoslovak Charter 77.21

Aczél’s cultural policy classified artists and art into 
three groups: ‘supported,’ ‘banned,’ and, between 
the two extremes, ‘tolerated.’22 official photography 
representing ‘socialist humanism’ clearly fell in the 
supported category. the progressive photographic 
movements under scrutiny wavered between sup-
ported and tolerated. this was in marked contrast 
with most other arts whose avant-garde trends fluc-
tuated between tolerated and banned. this classifi-
cation has no bearing on the value of the works 
themselves: an artwork is not good because it is 
banned or its creator is persecuted for political rea-
sons or fails to receive state recognition.
the studio of young Photographers, founded in 
1977, provided organizational and financial23 sup-
port for (and controlled) the young generation of 
photographers, and thanks to this support, a very 
high-standard workshop operated in the studio. 

Dissent due to discontent 
the second half of the 1970s in Hungary was the pe-
riod of the political radicalization of different groups 
of intellectuals mainly with interests in the social 
sciences; a period of an open commitment to dissent 
and the creation of the ‘second publicity’ (a euphe-
mism for all unofficial, alternative publicity). i am 
not aware that any of the photographers tried to be-
come involved in the activities of the democratic op-
position. However, it does not follow that this gener-
ation of young photographers favored the system. 
the interviews they gave about their careers reveal 
that they had little respect for the Kádár regime. 
Nevertheless, political indifference rather than op-
position typified the attitude of most photographers 
featured in this book. 

opposition to the regime, if any, was founded not on 
politics but on general discontent: the lack of free-
dom, and the isolation from the West and the world 

17 i do not mention györgy 
Lőrinczy’s New york album 
here because this is in fact a 
guidebook, albeit produced in 
a distinctly pop-art/avant-
garde style. For more on this, 
see the chapter entitled ‘New 
york, New york.’

18 Naturally, this isolation ex - 
tended to the whole country, 
not just artists.

19 the publication of exhibi-
tion booklets in Hungarian 
and english demonstrates 
this.

20 sándor révész, the author 
of a monograph on Aczél, told 
me that he had no informa-
tion to suggest that the politi-
cian was concerned about 
photography at all.

21 ‘tiltakozó nyilatkozat Lo-
son czi Pálhoz, az elnö ki ta-
nács elnökéhez a Charta 77 
tagjainak ügyé ben. 1979. 
ok tóber 29.’ [declaration of 
objection to Pál Losonczi, 
chairman of the Presidential 
Council, in the matter of the 
members of Charter 77, oc to-
ber 29, 1979] in ervin Csiz ma-
dia, A ma gyar demok ratikus 
ellen zék (1968-1988). Doku-
men tumok [Hungarian demo-
c ratic opposition (1968-1988). 
documents], t—twins Ki adó, 
Budapest, 1995, pp. 86-88. 
László török was erroneously 
described as a painter.

22 Aczél described his three 
categories in public in a lec-
ture at the Political Academy 
of the Hungarian socialist 
Workers’ Party in 1968; see 
Népsza badság, April 27, 1968, 
pp. 4-5; cited in ta más sző-
nyei, Nyilván tartottak, Magyar 
Narancs – tihany-rév Kiadó, 
[Budapest], 2005, pp. 73-74, 
fn. 26. Also see sándor révész, 
Aczél és korunk [Aczél and our 
Age], sík Ki adó, Buda pest, 
1997; edit sasvári, ‘A balaton-
boglári kápolnatárla tok kul-
túr politikai háttere’ [the Cul-
tur al Policy Back ground of the 
Chapel exhibi tions in Balaton-
boglár] in Júlia Klaniczay and 
edit sas vári (eds.), Törvény-
telen avant gárd [illegal Avant-
garde], Artpool – Ba lassi, 
Budapest, 2003, pp. 9-38, in 
particular pp. 13-16.

23 Cd: stúdió, szinopszisok. 
For more on the studio, see 
the chapter Bird’s Eye View.
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at large nurtured negative feelings which found ex-
pression in their works from time to time. Although 
the endeavors of the artistic counterculture and the 
political opposition seemingly pointed in the same 
direction, while running parallel with one another, 
they were independent of each other.24 János vető’s 
statement about himself has universal value, too: ‘i 
was not involved [in the opposition] but i was never-
theless part of it; i supported it. i knew about every-
thing. However, what i felt compelled to do was dif-
ferent. i did what i did.’25

it is important to emphasize this because, as i said 
above, i do not wish to even suggest subsequently that 
the artistic trends and works considered here merit 
attention due to some kind of political interest or nim-
bus of persecution. Persecution is not an aesthetic cate-
gory. these works are interesting for their own sake 
by virtue of their artistic and intellectual qualities.
it is another matter that in their own time photogra-
phers – like the other nonconformist artists and 
their artworks – had to lie low to survive this period. 
the reasons for this were not directly political, nor 
attributable to cultural policy. the explanation lies 
in the profession. Most attacks on and incomprehen-
sion of progressive trends and their exponents in 
Hungarian photography were apolitical and emanated 
from the Association of Hungarian Photo Artists, the 
photographic trade. 

Conflicting interests in the Association
since its foundation on the soviet model in the sum-
mer of 1956 to the present day, the Association of 
Hungarian Photo Artists has included three groups 
with incompatible interests: exhibiting photogra-
phers producing artistic albums;26 professional pho-
tographers focusing on advertising and the press, 
and amateur photographers. the last of these played 
a major role in the management of the Association 
until 1990 and significantly influenced public photo-
graphic taste through the amateur movement’s mag-
azine Foto, whose print run was in the tens of thou-
sands. the Association’s official journal Fotó művé
szet, however, attempted to maintain a balance be-
tween a diluted form of socialist realism, amateur 
dilettantism, and progressive trends. the maga-
zine’s statements related to the last of these and its 
theoretical opinions caused heated exchanges 
among the membership and in certain circles of the 
leadership. 
this book does not probe the internal debates of the 
Association nor the attacks on progressive trends in 
the press because these have no relevance today. 
the blinkered stupidity of the official approach can 
be perceived in the attacks on Csaba Koncz, which 
are described in the chapter ‘Abstract Photography,’ 
because of their biographical aspects.

Lack of a positive example
in fields outside of photography, an older generation 
of Hungarian artists paved the way for new genera-
tions.  Lajos Kassák and later Miklós erdély were 
artists opposed to the official trends from the start; 
so were the novelists Miklós Mészöly and géza ott-
lik; the poets sándor Weöres and János Pilinsz ky; 
the musician györgy Kurtág, and the film director 
Miklós Jancsó. these are just a handful of examples; 
obviously many others could be added to the list.
Photographers, on the other hand, had no such role 
models. young photographers striving to renew the 
idiom of photography did not find father figures in 
the older generation to emulate and then reject to 
find their own voice.27 those who might have pro-
vided mentorship – László Moholy-Nagy, André Ker-
tész and Brassaï – left the country before World War 
ii; Moholy by then was not even alive. it was not by 
chance that the organizers of the exhibition Műhely 
‘67 (Workshop 67) asked Lajos Kassák, the aging 
and ailing artist and poet, instead of a photographer 
to open their first show representing progressive 
photography.28 (in the end Kassák declined the of-
fer.) the chief organizers of Mű hely ‘67, Csaba Koncz 
and györgy Lőrinczy, soon defected themselves,29 
and in 1966 Zoltán Nagy left the country. those few 
photographers working in Hungary whom my inter-
viewees mentioned as positive examples, who paved 
the way for younger people, did not work in the 
avant-garde spirit, such as ta más Féner and Péter 
Korniss. the generations that began their career in 
the mid 1970s had to rely on themselves in this area. 
despite all the unfavorable circumstances, succes-
sive generations of Hungarian photographers pro-
duced intellectually serious works in the period be-
tween 1965 and 1984 that remain aesthetically valid 
to this day. this book attempts to take stock of and 
order them. 

24 For a short summary of the 
alternative artistic endeavors, 
see ti bor várnagy, ‘Láthatat-
lan történet’ [invisible story], 
in erika rissmann (ed.), Sza m-
izdat. Alter natív kultúrák Ke - 
let- és Közép-Európában, 
1956-1989 [samizdat. Alter-
native Cultures in Central and 
eastern europe, 1956-1989], 
stencil Kiadó – európai Kultu-
rális Ala pítvány, Budapest, 
2004, pp. 153-161. see also 
the websites of Artpool and C3.

25 János vető, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006.

26 At broadly varied stan dards, 
but that is beside the point. 
even in 2002 exhibiting pho-
tographers only accounted for 
one third of the Association’s 
members and their percent-
age in previous periods must 
have been even low er. see 
sán dor szilágyi, ‘Profi autodi-
dakták’ [self-taught Profes-
sionals], in Klá ra szarka (ed.), 
Profi vagy amatőr? [Profes-
sional or Amateur?], Associa-
tion of Hungarian Photo Art-
ists, Bu dapest, 2002, pp. 57-
62, in particular pp. 59, 62.

27 i borrowed this important 
idea in terms of the sociology 
of art from the essays of Éva 
Forgács.

28 & 1987, ‘Műhely 1967-87’ 
[Workshop 1967-87], debre-
cen. Column 4 of the inter-
view with László r Balogh, n.p.

29 From 1965 to 1989 
be tween 2,000 and 5,000 
people defected from Hun-
gary every year. see Magyar-
or szág a XX. szá zadban / A 
pragmatikus szocializmus 
évtizedei [Hunga ry in the 20th 
Century. the Pragmatic 
socialist years], http://mek.
oszk.hu/02100/ 02185/
html/45.html, Figure 25.
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Gábor Attalai, No Air, 1971
gelatin silver print, each 9.7 x 22.7, collection of the artist
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Although this book was not written to prove or re-
fute arguments of artistic or photographic theory, it 
is perhaps not superfluous to outline the theoretical 
considerations and sources which support my work.

Flusser 
Without wishing to belabor the point, one of the 
most important theoretical foundations of this book 
is the work of vilém Flusser, in particular his book 
Towards a Philosophy of Photography,1 but i also 
make use of his other writings, especially those 
relating to the theory of communication, as well as 
interviews made with him.2

i would add to this that Flusser, in contrast with 
other theoreticians, distinguishes the broad areas of 
use of photography from one another: art photogra-
phy, serving the requirements of galleries; applied 
photography, illustrating the written word (press, 
advertising, and scientific photography); and ama-
teur and snapshot photography. From the viewpoint 
of our book, it is particularly important to note that 
he lumps together photographic clichés regardless 
of whether they are stereoptypes of artistic pho-
tography or applied photography.3 

Flusser makes a distinction between such uses 
and genuine experimental art photography,4 which 
spurs one to see things in a new way and in so do-
ing opens the door to freedom. He states that exper-
imental photographers ‘are in fact consciously at-
tempting to create unpredictable information, i.e. 
to release themselves from the camera and to place 
within the image something that is not in its pro-
gram. they know they are playing against the appa-
ratus.’5

it is worth noting that here the word ‘apparatus’ 
does not mean the camera, nor does ‘program’ mean 
the camera’s automation – as many people think, 
including the english translator of the original ger-
man text, wherein Flusser’s words were superfi-
cially interpreted – but the inherent social expecta-
tions which allow the creation of newer and newer, 
and technically ever better, yet more vacuous and 
meaningless, images as simply and conveniently as 
possible.
in my opinion one of Flusser’s most important 
thoughts was to illustrate the approach of the tech-
nicist to amateur photography.6 Many amateur pho-
tographers believe that mastering photographic 
apparatus is the key to becoming an artist.  this is 
in stark contrast with the values of photography 
intending to create fine art, aspects of which can 
be precisely described as anti-technology. A real 
artist is not interested in the technical perfection of 
the photograph. What really matters is whether 
the image reflects the thoughts and the ideas of the 
artist, and if the image is new, unique, never before 
seen in the history of the medium. in other words, 
if the artist is able to use the technical tool creative-
ly. the most defining example for this is the artistic 
praxis and writings of László Moholy-Nagy, sum-
marized as the New Vision.7  

Camera syntax and printmaking syntax
in the introductory chapter of his book on nine-
teenth-century photographic techniques,8 William 
Crawford created two concepts which are not only 
useful in finding one’s bearings in the history of 
photography, but are practical analytical tools in 
examining all images produced by photographic 
means. this pair of related concepts is camera syn-
tax and printmaking syntax.
Camera syntax is the combination of factors permit-
ted by the chemical properties of the material used 
when shooting and the optical qualities of the lens. 
For instance, nineteenth-century portraits show 

1 vilém Flusser, Towards a 
Philosophy of Photography, 
reaktion Books Ltd, London, 
2000. Available from: http://
monoskop.org/images/c/c4/
Flusser_vilem_towards_a_
Philosophy_of_Photography.
pdf

2 vilém Flusser, Writings, ed. 
Andreas ströhl, university of 
Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 
– London, 2000.

3 ‘even at the time of taking 
photographs they [photogra-
phers] have their eye on a 
specific channel of the distri bu-
tion apparatuses and encode 
their images as a function of 
this channel. they take photo-
graphs for specific scientific 
publications, specific kinds of 
illustrated magazines, specific 
exhibition opportunities.’ 
Flusser, Towards, p. 54.

4 in photographic literature, 
experimental photography 
occupies a special area in the 
use of photography as part of 
the fine arts; Flusser uses this 
in a broader sense.

5 Flusser, op.cit., p. 81. the 
en glish translation ‘to release 
themselves from the camera’ 
is rather loose; the original 
german reads ‘aus dem Appa-
rat etwas herauszuholen,’ which 
translates more precisely as 
‘to extract [something] from 
the apparatus.’

6 ‘Cameras are purchased by 
people who were programmed 
into this purchase by the appa-
ratus of advertising. the cam-
era purchased will be the 
“lates t model:” cheaper, more 
automatic and more efficient 
than earlier models.’ Ibid., p. 
57.

7 More on this see sándor 
szilágyi: Anti-photography. 
Photography as a medium of 
artistic communication in 
László Moholy-Nagy’s concept 
of optical education Phd 
dissertation, 2012 (in Hun -
gar ian).

8 William Crawford: The Keep-
ers of Light. Morgan & Mor-
gan, dobbs Ferry, New york, 
1979, pp. 1–16.

tHeoretiCAL CoNsiderAtioNs

glass negative by Bálint Homonnai, c. 1926
gelatin chlorid PoP (Chicago Works), gold toned, 

by gábor Kerekes
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many a serious, straight-faced gentleman often sup-
porting his chin or brow like a thinker immersed in 
thought, yet this is attributable merely to the insen-
sitivity of the materials available at the time which 
required a ten to fifty second exposure. if the subject 
did not adopt a firm pose or prop up his head for 
this length of time, his head would move and his face 
in the image would be blurred.
Printmaking syntax, which applies to negative/
positive processes, encompasses all the options or 
determinants concealed in various printing and 
enlarging techniques. Black and white enlarging 
papers each have their own characteristics: the print 
will differ depending on whether it is enlarged on 
glossy, normal, or matte paper, the chemical compo-
sition of the developer, whether it is toned after-
wards in a gold chloride, selenium, or other chemi-
cal bath, whether it is dried glossy or matte, ad 
infinitum.  
Whenever possible, the images in this book have 
been reproduced from original prints made for exhi-
bition as the photograph made as art is maximalist 
in its printmaking syntax. But what is the position 
with its camera syntax? interestingly, in most of the 
images in photography as art, there is a visual ele-
ment which is generally interpreted as a technical 
error in contemporaneous photography.
this was obvious in the period of the classic avant-
garde in, for instance, Bragaglia’s Futurist photo-
dynamism, where lack of focus through movement 

became the creative element of the image; or rod-
chenko’s extremely low- and high-angle portraits 
that distort his models in a manner forbidden in 
photography manuals; the photograms, or photo-
graphic images made without a camera, of Moholy-
Nagy and Man ray, or the latter’s much cited ‘so-
larisation’ technique,9 and so on. 
the same is equally true of the neo-avant-garde. if 
you browse through this book, you will see special, 
unusual, and, i hope, interesting photographs. 
these are images that do not sit comfortably with 
the definitions that are held to be the essence of 
photography, in which photography is the art of the 
‘captured moment,’ shows ‘an object as it is in real-
ity,’ is ‘the automatic imaging of a three-dimension-
al scene,’ and so forth. 
it is no coincidence that these and other common-
places, which are also to be found in major books 
on the theory of photography, simply do not apply 
to these works. the explanation for this is straight-
forward: an interesting visual impression or spe-
cial image can only be created if the clichés of pho-
tography are dispensed with or inverted through 
exaggerations.

When the photographer consciously plays against 
the program of the apparatus.

9 Correctly: a technique based 
on the Sabattier effect. the 
phenomenon of solarisation 
occurs if film is exposed to a 
light source such as the sun or 
a thread of a lit light bulb, 
which will appear as negative 
or black in the print. the sab-
attier effect, on the other 
hand, occurs if the whole of 
the already exposed material 
(film or enlarging paper) is re- 
exposed to strong light, and at 
such times the edge-lines of 
the dark/light areas are re-
versed to negative. this is the 
technique used by Man ray. 

Cianotype, by Magdolna vékás

Platinotype, by sándor szilágyi
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János Vető, Joker long, 1976
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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Csaba Koncz, unt., c. 1967
gelatin silver print, 17.7 x 12.6, collection of the artist
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in the history of photography, the abstract, nonfigu-
rative way of seeing is represented by photogra-
phers who expressly regarded photography as a 
medium for fine art, such as Alfred stieglitz, Alvin 
Langdon Coburn, Paul strand, edward Weston, Brett 
Weston, László Moholy-Nagy, Man ray, Christian 
schad, Minor White, Aaron siskind, Paul Caponigro, 
Carl Chiarenza, and otto steinert, to mention only a 
few of the major figures. An abstract image is con-
ceived by its maker as an empty space similar to a 
blank sheet of paper or a canvas which requires fill-
ing with shapes, patches, tones, and lines, only in 
this case by photographic means.
Creating abstract photography is, in one sense, hard-
er than producing an abstract painting or graphic 
work. the photographic image is inevitably bound 
to the physical reality of the model in the viewfinder 
including its spatial, three-dimensional extent. When 
photography is used for creative purposes, the artist 
must consciously break with the representational 
function that is intrinsic in photography, i.e. with the 
fact that the lens automatically records the scene as 
an accurate visual representation of three-dimen-
sional reality in two dimensions – as we have be-
lieved since the renaissance.
this chapter is an overview of the abstract approach 
in progressive Hungarian photography in the 1960s. 
this can be divided into three typical image types: 
geometric, organic, and scale-changing abstraction. 
the basis of this distinction is that – common quali-
ties aside – the camera syntax of the three image 
types is very different: they each attempt to un-
couple the customary representational function of 
photography, yet they do so by moving in different 
directions. 
i would point out that abstract photography funda-
mentally falls within the modernist aesthetic ap-
proach. Classic exponents of abstract photography 
were primarily active in the first two-thirds of the 
twentieth century; by the 1960s Subjective Photog-
raphy, the movement represented by otto steinert 
and his circle, was petering out. in Hungary, how-
ever, making abstract images was considered to be 
nonconformist artistic behavior due to the resistance 
of the social and institutional milieu, and for this 
reason could be classified as neo-avant-garde art.

geoMetriC ABstrACt

ZOLTÁN NAGY 

the most mature exponent of the geometric abstract 
approach in this period was a young man in his early 
twenties, Zoltán Nagy (born 1943).1 Nagy grew up 
in the town of vác to the north of Budapest. in or-
der to gain an understanding of photography, he at-
tended a technical school which provided training 
for students for the chemical industry, and enrolled 
in the local photography club, where there was in-
tense amateur activity. through the amateur 
movement, Nagy, still a secondary school student, 
became acquainted with prominent people in pho-
tographic circles in Budapest. one of these was the 
art critic iván rozgonyi, the editor of the photogra-
phy periodical Fénykép művészeti Tájékoztató2, who 
took the young talent under his wing.
upon finishing secondary school, Zoltán Nagy 
moved to Budapest. As a freelancer, he illustrated 
rozgonyi’s articles in the magazine Művészet [Art] 
and then worked part-time as a photographer at the 
College of Art and design. Meanwhile, he met Csaba 
Koncz and györgy Lőrinczy (referred to later in this 
chapter), presumably also through rozgonyi. Nagy 
recalls the basis of their intellectual community: ‘All 
three of us thought that socialist realism’s false rhet-
oric and pathos bathed in potent back-light was ri-
diculous and kitsch, and sought something simple, 
honest, and elementary, a new departure in photog-
raphy.’3 For his part, Nagy found this in images and 
series of images reduced to the abstract components 
within the frame of the viewfinder.

Spatial reduction
A leaning toward abstract forms is evident in one of 
Nagy’s first works. However, the opening image of the 
triptych The Verger Who Was Forsaken by Christ 
(1963) is not yet an abstract image, as here Nagy 
emphasizes spatiality rather than doing away with 
it. Pendulum (1965), a work created two years later, 
is a classic example of choosing the frontal view-
point. the object is interesting in itself: the circular 
form of the open back of a wall clock is repeated 
twice in the image, and these counterpose the rec-
tangular and triangular shapes of the wall, lending 
an exciting but non-threatening rhythm to the com-
position intimating that time has stopped. 
Another, almost minimalist abstract reduction of 
space is apparent in his Composition IV (1965). due 

1 i did not interview Zoltán 
Nagy, who lives in italy, so in 
this book i rely on sándor 
Bacskai’s interview with him: 
‘intenzív boldogságérzet’ 
[intensive Happiness], Fotó-
művészet, 2005/3–4. http://
www.fotomuveszet.net/
korabbi_szamok/200534/ 
intenziv_boldogsagerzet.

2 the lithographically printed 
internal publication of the 
Association of Hungarian 
Pho to Artists with a print run 
of 400 published between 
1958 and 1965, the forerun-
ner of Fotóművészet, a public 
quarterly since 1966.

3 Bacskai, op. cit.

ABstrACt PHotogrAPHy

Zoltán Nagy, c. 1962, 
photo by iván Kocsis
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to the frontal viewpoint, the beams in the lower 
quarter of the image, which recede from the viewer, 
and the vertical columns appear in the same plane. 
the tack placed (or found) on the central beam 
makes the actual spatial relationships clear, which 
the artist underscores by focusing on the nail and 
the end of the beams, and thus somewhat blurring 
the beams that are farther away. in this way the at-
tractive, rhythmic visual balance becomes an ana-
lytical study of photographic expression.  
A similar technique was used to make another min-
imalist image, Planks with Wire (1965). the basic 
rhythm of the image is provided by the symmetri-
cal structure, which is emphasized by the year 
rings on the two planks. this all but true symme-
try is tipped by the wire hanging down on the left. 
the image was taken with light coming from above 
and the side,4 which emphasizes the shadows and 
shapes of the grain. the same light makes the shad-
ow of the wire appear, a reminder of spatial extent, 
but this barely disturbs the essential two-dimen-
sionality of the composition. 

Light reduction
taking a shot in lighting conditions which show the 
subject reduced to the desired shapes is a subtle 
photographic way of phasing out the third dimen-
sion and revealing the abstract shapes intrinsically 
present in what can be seen. one fine example of 
this is the series Scenery (1965), which indeed pre-
sents the houses as if they were a stage set.

Nagy employed the same sharp highlighting of 
shapes with appropriate lighting in his series Ado-
lescent (1963), which can be regarded as his major 
opus in the period when he lived and worked in 
Hungary. the importance of the work was clearly 
recognized at the time, too, as Nagy won the third 
quarterly competition of Fénykép művészeti Tájékoz-
tató with it in 1963. Furthermore, géza Perneczky, 
the outstanding critic and theoretician of the pe-
riod, praised the work of the then 20-year-old art 
photographer in an in-depth review.5

Perneczky above all points out that ‘the loft chosen 
as the backdrop for the image represents the whole 
world, everything that the adolescent must adapt 
to. thus it is turned into a genuine symbol, a theat-
rical image.’ His review underlines that Nagy sees 
the human and material world together and pre-
sents them in a single unit, creating an eisensteini-
an ‘internal montage,’ and ‘arriving at the peak of 
the artistic montage from the everyday.’ Plaudits 
for the young artist come one after another in the 
article: ‘ruthless perfectionism,’ ‘emotional sensi-
tivity,’ ‘passionate criticism,’ ‘earnestness,’ ‘unprec-
edented susceptibility.’
the appreciation of Adolescent, however, mentions 
‘handicaps’ and ‘awkwardness,’ and, despite all the 
praise, concludes, ‘this overgeneralized expres-
sion of an already generalizing message is on the 
border of still photography. (...) this was his first 
statement about the world in general but certainly 
not the last.’ i do not share Perneczky’s reserva-
tions. i repeat that in my view Adolescent is Nagy’s 
most important work of his period in Hungary pre-
cisely because his images carry seriousness of 
thought about photography as a medium and as an 
artistic means.

4 László Beke and tamás 
tö rök’s catalogue ‘Hármas 
kiállítás 1965ből’ [triple 
ex hibition from 1965] (1995) 
published this image upside 
down.

5 géza Perneczky, ‘Nagy Zoltán 
munkáiról’ [on Zoltán Nagy’s 
Work], Fény képmű vé szeti 
Tá jékoztató, 1963/v–vi, pp. 
88–96. Citations from pp. 93, 
91–92, 94.

Zoltán Nagy, unt. from the Scenery series, 1965
gelatin silver print, dokubrom paper, 20.9 x 24.4, HMP
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orgANiC ABstrACt

CSABA KONCZ 

the most mature abstract artist in Hungarian pho-
tography was not a photographer by profession, 
but a gifted, multi-talented hippy, Csaba Koncz 
(born 1938). Koncz was at least as interested in 
film, music, poetry, and eastern philosophy as he 
was in photography.6 despite this — or precisely 
because of it —  he produced the most fascinating 
works in the abstract vein of his photographic oeu-
vre in a period of just five years.  
After finishing school, Koncz moved to Budapest in 
1957, where he first applied for a place to read ar-
chitecture at the university of technology, but was 
only accepted for the engineering department the 
next year. Although he was not overly interested in 
his studies, at least this provided a way to legally 
live in the capital city.7 His main passion at the time 
was film: ‘i wanted to be a cinematographer, and i 
applied to College. the one thousand two hundred 
applicants were whittled down to sixty students. 
this was the second Herskó class.8 sixty of us stud-
ied together in the pre-selection year, at the end of 
which everyone had to make a short film. My short 
was an abstract film: i synthesized vertical and hor-
izontal movement to electronic music. then i was 
out on my ear.’9 He abandoned his engineering 
studies and in the early 1960s became involved with 
the Muskátli group,10 an avant-garde artistic circle 
of the time, living a financially tight but free life. Ac-
cording to Koncz, he was closest to the filmmaker 

istván dárday and the poet and 
happener tamás szentjóby in 
the Muskátli group.
Koncz often hitchhiked to Czech o-
slovakia and Poland,11 where he 
occasionally earned a little mon-
ey to finance his travels and life 
in Hungary by selling his prints. 
in the autumn of 1967, when he 
was 29 years old, he defected 
to Austria via yugoslavia in the 
boot of a car aided by the edi-
tors of a literary journal and ac-
companied by a bottle of slivovitsa plum brandy. 
He was granted asylum in Austria (i shall return to 
how this affects the subject of this book), and so, 
until the years after the change of regime, he lived 
a hippy life in the countries of Western europe and 
Asia as an itinerant musician. in 1992 Koncz moved 
back to Hungary and at present lives in Balaton-
henye where he grows organic apples, studies ar-
chaeoastronomy based on sanskrit, ancient greek, 
egyptian, and sumerian texts, and makes collages 
and paintings reflecting the effect of eastern phi-
losophy. the lifestyle and philosophy of life of the 
content, well-balanced Koncz still evoke the spirit 
of the 1960s.

Op art
in 1962, at the age of 24, Koncz began taking photo-
graphs with a borrowed camera, in all likelihood to 
try and make a living. His images appeared on book 
covers, and as cover pages and illustrations for ma-
jor literary, scientific, and architectural journals.12

His first project was about Bőszénfa, a roma village, 
near the town of Kaposvár in south-western Hunga-
ry, where his father was an agronomist. Although he 
submitted the images he took there for a photo se-
ries competition organized by Fénykép művészeti 
Tájékoztató and was among the prize winners,13 he 
did not regard them as a series: ‘i virtually never 
make series. the Gypsies series was only a series be-
cause that is what the competition was for. those 
photographs were separate images.’ the point of 
images for Koncz was not to relate a story or an ab-
stract concept; rather he was interested in imagery. 
For example, in one portrait a thin shadow bisects 
the face of a young girl. At a distance of forty years, 
Koncz recalled that, when he showed the roma the 
print, they interpreted the shadow as a sinister sign, 
while he saw it as simply beautiful.
After this brief social documentary period, around 
1963–1964 he began producing op art images be-
traying the strong influence of the work of victor va-
sarely. examples of these include the interesting 
rhythm of repeated visual components in a snowy 

6 Csaba Koncz, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2005. All the 
Koncz citations are from the 
same source.

7 Prior to the 1990 change of 
regime, the police could check 
the identity of anyone.  if their 
permanent address or place 
of work or study in a specific 
town was not registered, they 
could be expelled. Long-
haired, oddly dressed hippies 
were frequent victims of po - 
lice harassment.

8 this must have been in 1962 
because the film director 
János Herskó launched his 
first course in film direction 
(in popular scientific short 
films) at the College of dra-
mat ic and Film Arts in 1961. 
Cf. http://www.filmkultura. 
iif.hu:8080/ 2000/articles/
profiles/hersko.hu.html. see 
also András gervai, A tanúk. 
Film – történe lem, [Witnesses. 
A History of Film], saxum, 
Budapest, 2004, pp. 81–82.

9 the short is in Csaba Koncz’s 
possession.

10 the group was named after 
the café in Budapest’s main 
shopping street, váci utca, 
where they used to meet. For 
more information, see András 
Kisfaludy’s documentary film, 
Tör vénytelen Muskátli. Életké-
pek a hatvanas évekből, I–III 
[illegal Muskátli. genre scenes 
of the 1960s, i–iii], Mtv, 1995.

11 in Czechoslovakia before 
1968 and in Poland before 
1982 musical, theatrical and 
artistic life was far freer than 
in Hungary. through contacts 
avoiding state and bureau crat-
ic institutions, many artistic 
friendships came about that 
produced unofficial, uncen-
sor ed exhibitions in many 
areas including photography. 
An assessment of these is yet 
to be made.

12 such as Élet és Irodalom 
[Life and Literature], Élet és 
Tudomány [Life and science] 
and Építőművészet [Architec-
ture].

13 Fényképművészeti Tájékoz
tató, 1963/i-ii., p. 139.

Csaba Koncz, unt., c. 1967
gelatin silver print, 16.8 x 12.8, collection of the artist

Csaba Koncz, 2005, 
photo by sándor szilágyi
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landscape or 1956 bullet marks on the walls of 
some Budapest apartment blocks, and so on. the 
method of abstraction in these images is the nar-
row framing, which lifts the shapes of interest for 
Koncz from their environment. Koncz recalled this 
period: ‘i liked op art and not pop art. i was never 
an Andy Warhol fan. those images didn’t touch me. 
i preferred aesthetically beautiful and positive 
things and not “anti” things.’
in reference to one of his 1956 bullet mark images 
he felt it was important to state, ‘i didn’t take this for 
that reason. i did it only for its visuality, because the 
serrations were parallel to one another, and the ar-
bitrary holes made by the bullets created an abstract 
image.’ A similar op art work was his image of a grat-
er (Image II, 1966), which builds on two simple con-
trasting shapes, but within this Koncz creates fine 
variations of shape by allowing the naturally worn 
parts of the grater, which are emphasized in the im-
age, to be reduced to the contrast of black and white. 
the image’s rhythm is thus reminiscent of fugal vari-
ations in baroque music. 

Wires and waste 
the next step in the series of organic images with a 
graphic effect was when Koncz began taking photo-
graphs of wire nets, trusting the image’s composi-
tion to these capricious lines and the shapes they 
sketched. the result was usually a photograph with 
a calligraphic impression. one of the most beautiful 
of these wire netting works, however, is not of a ca-
pricious shape, but is founded on the visual rhythm 
of irregularities of odd breaks in the order of regular, 
repetitive square netting. Conceptually, the image is 
a visual metaphor of order and freedom, the crowd 
and the individual. 
in some of the wire net images one of the important 
devices Koncz employs to create images can be seen. 
this is the exploitation of the options afforded by se-
lective focusing: ‘When i look back at my old images, 
the ones i like best are those where i include some-
thing that is out of focus. this distinguishes it [pho-
tography] from other branches of the arts. there is 
no unsharpness in painting and sculpture. But there 
is in photography: you can make something be out of 
focus!’ 
technically, selective focus means setting the lens to 
the widest aperture size to focus on some part of an 
object that we wish to highlight. the longer the focal 
length of the lens and the wider the aperture, the 
narrower the depth of field in which the image will 
be in focus: everything in front and behind the focus 
will gradually lose sharpness. this is often consid-
ered an error in both amateur and professional 
practice. Koncz consciously exploits the effect of this 
photographic expression and camera syntax.

Koncz also uses selective focus in his photographs of 
curiously shaped pieces of wire. in these images he 
focuses on the foreground and the receding end of 
the wire fades into the empty space beyond. this im-
parts a philosophical, lyrical quality, although the vi-
suality, the visual impression, is so strong in these 
images that any conceptual interpretation is almost 
excluded. in any case, this is true of all Koncz’s pho-
tography, as the critic with a true understanding of 
his work, géza Perneczky, also noted, ‘Koncz’s pho-
tos have introduced innovative and very tasteful ob-
ject-photo-calligraphy into the graphic illustration of 
periodicals in Hungary.’14

the friendly Miró-esque figures that Koncz com-
posed out of waste found on scrap metal sites or 
around the house occupy a special place in his ab-
stract art. the surreal two-dimensional shapes that 
nevertheless evoke humans and animals have a fai-
rytale feel reminiscent of the etchings of gross Ar-
nold, with the major difference that Koncz does not 
populate his world with them but uses them as soli-
tary figures standing in the void.

Photography in Arte Povera
the most mature pieces of Koncz’s art are the works 
produced in 1967 which epitomize everything he 
had achieved in abstraction until then on both a 
technical and conceptual plane. on the one hand, 
Koncz’s art is abstract and minimalist, which, as we 
have seen, requires special photographic expression 
due to photography being bound to ‘reality.’  on the 
other hand, and naturally in the context of the fore-
going, Koncz is committed to arte povera, the inten-
tional impoverished use of objects and equipment. 
By this i do not principally mean that his models 
are waste found on scrap heaps and else where and 
thus acquired by the artist cheaply (Koncz, by the 

14 géza Perneczky, ‘Foto vagy 
képzőművészet?’ [Photo or 
Art?], Fotóművészet, 1967/2, 
p. 50.

Csaba Koncz, unt., c. 1965
gelatin silver print, 28.9 x 28.9, Pajta galéria
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way, lived on very little money throughout his life), 
but more importantly that he avoids the complicat-
ed, the crowded, and the rich in the composition of 
his images, as well as the bravura of photographic 
equipment for its own sake.
At the same time – and i believe this is highly im-
portant – Koncz created almost completely graphic 
images solely through photographic means.  in ad-
dition to his conscious use of unsharpness, the iso-
lation of objects in space as independent entities is 
another technical device he utilized to achieve ab-
straction.  to obtain the desired graphic effect, he 
either  photographed objects in the snow or  placed 
objects on a pane of glass supported between the 
backs of two chairs or ladders, taking the image of 
the arranged composition from below looking to-
ward the sky. 
this is a conscious use of camera syntax because the 
material used for shooting, black and white film, is 
more sensitive to blue than to any other color in the 
spectrum, and thus the negative around the object 
‘burns in’ and will be black, which on the enlarge-
ment recalls the white of a sheet of drawing paper. 
this simplifies the language of photography to an 
extreme comparable to Peter Brook’s ‘poor theatre,’ 
which leaves virtually only the actors’ bodies to cre-
ate the drama. 
Perneczky certainly noticed this as well and made  
a very subtle observation: ‘in Koncz’s photos (...) 
the proportions of the objects define the space, i.e. 
the blank areas of the paper. there is no doubt that 
Koncz destroys the usual space of the natural view 
with this tension and by such innate forming of 
space; instead of tangible space an innate space is 
created.’15

Koncz used this method to make two types of ‘iron 
images.’ in one sort the line resembles that of the 
wire prints but, as this is a broad band of metal, 
there is a greater play in the tonal range and in areas 
that are in and out of focus. shapes reminiscent of 
his older works and giving the impression of callig-
raphy are created, but as if drawn by brush and ink 
instead of pencil. the correlation with Zen ink 
drawings is plainly evident. the other type of ‘iron 
image’ is figurative rather than calligraphic and 
usually generates anthropomorphic associations. 
Not in the sense of precise representation, but 
more at the level of abstract cave paintings. Picto-
grams of small beings emerge from springs, rings, 
screws, and nails. the denuded shapes of these im-
ages recall one of the oldest methods of photogra-
phy, the photogram. Koncz’s images, however, are 
not photograms. A lens is used to produce them, 
and thus these photographs are not merely the im-
prints of the contours of objects, but preserve per-
ceptible traces of their spatial extent. 

the camera syntax of Koncz’s ‘iron images’ creates 
a visual language based on extraordinarily power-
ful, elemental effects. He does not revert to the ele-
mentary technique of the photogram but uses the 
form of expression concealed in modern equipment 
and technology. these photographs use a language 
which is intelligible for the viewer, albeit in an un-
usual context. therein lies their strength.  

The reception of his works
Not everyone could or wanted to understand this 
language. géza Perneczky or iván Hevesy,16 being 
equally at home in the fine arts and photography, 
understood this perfectly, as did the artists among 
Koncz’s friends. the professional, semi-profession-
al, or entirely amateur ‘photographic public,’ was 
totally baffled by Koncz’s subversive innovations. 
it is worth citing the critics at length because it 
well illustrates the hostile environment surround-
ing innovative art.
For instance, the critic of the amateur magazine 
Foto, László Bernáth, wrote that in Koncz’s work 
‘the convulsive image of a misunderstood and thus 
disintegrating world is shown in which only one 
thing is certain: death.’17 issue 1967-68 of the same 
periodical published three articles which endeav-
ored to trample Koncz’s exhibitions at the e-klub 
into the ground. sándor Féjja’s chastising review18 
first vitriolically ridicules tamás szentjóby’s hap-
pening that took place at the opening at midnight. 
szentjóby fixed together large sheets of cardboard 
around himself to form a box and then cut a hole 
into which he inserted a large jam jar to create a hu-
man-size camera. ‘this pretentious clap-trap open-
ed Csaba Koncz’s exhibition,’ commented Féjja, who 
then encapsulated his experience of the exhibition 

15 Ibid., p. 49. 

16 iván Hevesy, ‘Három fia tal 
fotós kiállítása’ [exhibition of 
three young Photographers], 
Fény képművészeti Tájékoztató, 
1965/ii–iii, pp. 97–100.

17 see László Bernáth, ‘tojás a 
boronán’ [egg on a Harrow], 
Foto, 1965/5, p. 224.

18 sándor Féjja, Zsákutca 
[Blind Alley], Foto, 1967/8. 
pp. 354–356.

Csaba Koncz, unt. from the Gypsies series, 1962
 gelatin silver print, 18 x 24, HMP
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saying ‘this is a strange, barren, dreary, cold, and 
narrow world. Lifeless but not deceased: rather 
stillborn. i could not come to terms with these 
soulless or sick-souled metal objects in any way.’ 
the author did not stop there, but extended his 
judgement to all abstract art: ‘if this were an iso-
lated, one-off phenomenon, it may not merit com-
ment at all, but this is far more than that: display-
ing photographs that indicate the destitution of a 
good photographer and lead the audience astray. it 
is the latest offshoot of the “avant-gardist avant-
garde” fashion.’
in another article in the same issue Péter Ábel puts 
the question bluntly:19 ‘does abstraction have any 
place in photography?’ Not only aesthetic reasons 
lie behind his question; he also has motives that 
are clearly related to his worldview and politics. 
this is well illustrated by Ábel’s conclusion that 
these photographs ‘were the works of an artist 
living in the conditions of capitalist society, some 
vulgarizers could immediately see in them the 
apocalyptical expression of the bankruptcy of civil 
society, introversion, “alienation,” and apathy.’ 
in the third review RP. (Pál réti, an official opinion 
leader in the amateur photography movement, 
who, incidentally, was not a strict conservative but 
more of a progressive) picked comments from the 
exhibition’s visitor book. For example: ‘this arty 
tripe is for snobs and the bloated rich who dig lakes 
on their estates the size of a country, build pleasure 
houses there and import seals from greenland and 
glitzy women.’20 
today it is hard to empathize with the genuine, em-
bittered outrage of the committed followers of the 
regime toward someone who did not even attack 
the system, but simply did not like it. But at least 
these ideological attacks were useful in that Koncz, 
who took them with him when he defected, could 
use them to claim political asylum.21

GYÖRGY LŐRINCZY 

At the time of the joint Koncz–Lőrinczy–Nagy exhi-
bition in 1965, often regarded as the departure 
point of the renewal of Hungarian photography, 
györgy Lőrinczy (1935–1981) already had a solid 
background as a photographer and was active in 
photographic life, writing studies and criticism 
in journals such as Fényképművészeti Tájékoztató 
and Fotó mű vé szet. in this trio, Lőrinczy was the 
main theoretical figure who experienced his own 
images and the artistic work of others as potential 
answers (whether successful or not) to major phil-
osophical and existential questions. thanks to this, 
he left a serious, theoretically-grounded oeuvre, 
which became a bench mark for subsequent genera-
tions of Hungarian photographers. 
in my opinion, Lőrinczy was at his best when he was 
able to let himself go, when he allowed the visual im-
pression, the image, to take him on its own way. this 
is evident above all in his series Stickies and a good 
many images in his album New York, New York, as 
well as his works in New york following his defec-
tion in 1973. the last of these, which i will discuss in 
my next volume, were quite rightly considered by 
the artist Kati Lőrinczy, his wife and most perceptive 
critic, as early postmodern works.22

Living and dead nature
Kati Lőrinczy quotes from her husband’s later notes 
that ‘i disown everything that happened before 
1963’ and then his diary entry on 8 July 1963: 
‘i need to be much bolder in taking images; i mustn’t 
be afraid of solutions of form, of abstracting more 
forcefully.’23 His work prior to 1963 does not fall 
within the scope of this book, suffice it to say that 
until then Lőrinczy used the average photographic 
language of the time, albeit at a high standard.  
the turning point came when one of Lőrinczy’s 
works24 brought him into contact with the art histo-
rian/archaeologist László Zolnay, who showed him 

19 Péter Ábel, ‘Három út’ 
[three Ways], Foto, 1967/8, 
pp. 357–358.

20 Pál réti, ‘Jegyzet’ [Notes], 
Foto, 1967/8, p. 358.

21 Csaba Koncz, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

22 Kati Lőrinczy, ‘A látható és 
nem látható allegóriája’ [the 
Allegory of the visible and the 
invisible, in Lőrinczy György 
1935–1981. Festett képek/
Painted Images 1977–78], 
vintage galéria, [Buda pest], 
2003, pp. 9–13, in particular 
p. 12.

23 Kati Lőrinczy, ‘Kép vagy 
klapancia?’ [image or dogger-
el?] in Mag dolna Kolta (ed.), 
Lőrinczy György (1935–1981). 
Sza ros seggel angyallá válni. 
[györgy Lőrinczy (1935–
1981). Becoming an Angel 
with a shitty Arse] Magyar 
Fotográfiai Múze um – glória 
Kiadó, Buda pest, 1995, pp. 
7–33. Citation: p. 15.

24 györgy Lőrinczy, A bu dai 
Vár, [the Buda Castle], 
Corvina, Buda pest, 1967.

György Lőrinczy, unt. from the Dead Nature series, 1965
 gelatin silver print, 16.9 x 23.7, HMP

györgy Lőrinczy, 1962, 
photo by endre schwanner, 

HMP
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his collection of roots gathered from the danube and 
gave him two of them, ‘chicken’ and ‘wooden doll.’ 
Lőrinczy began visual experiments with the roots on 
self-built platforms and at other improvised loca-
tions. What had captivated him? As Kati Lőrinczy 
cites from her husband’s diary: ‘this is one of Na-
ture’s elemental means of creating shapes: the cre-
ative activity of erosion which exposes the elemental 
from the evolved shape, wearing away the function, 
the physical traits of functional differences.’25 
Kati Lőrinczy considers the crux of the change to be 
that Lőrinczy ‘at last found the Image. this object at 
the same time was also a natural shape, allowing 
him to continue his photographic quest for reality.’ 
Another important change was that from this point 
onward Lőrinczy began to think in series of images, 
which provided scope for the expression of more 
complex visual contents than a single photograph. it 
is also vital that these images were not ‘nature pho-
tos’ that aestheticize, which Lőrinczy could not 
stand.26 
of his cycles Genesis, Dead Nature, Living Nature, 
Created Shapes, and Cosmos–Microcosm from 1964–
6527 it is important to say in relation to this subject 
Lőrinczy took a big step towards abstract imagery, 
but they are still too bound to the traditional light 
cult, to the literary-like symbolism of photography, 
and in particular Hungarian photography. the 
theme of the images, their perceptible elation, 
brings a literary parallel to mind: around the same 
time Ferenc Juhász wrote long poems with similar 
pathos that expressed the cosmic laws of the micro 
and macro worlds in his burgeoning, vegetative 
poetic language.28 Lőrinczy’s images and Juhász’s 
poetry are only related in that they interplay the two 
worlds of a non-human scale and both have visual 
worlds with some scientific foundation. How they 
fashion this world, however, is diametrically op-
posed as Lőrinczy, unlike Juhász, composes very 
sparingly. 
géza Perneczky’s observation about the above se-
ries is correct: ‘the motivation of Lőrinczy’s fanta-
sy world is essentially romantic. He does not notice 
balance and enclosed shapes in nature but disturb-
ingly volatile, open, unfinished territories, the cos-
mos full of mysteries.’29 Perneczky mentions pro-
phetic fantasy in connection with these images 
because ‘they open up multiple possibilities of in-
terpreting an existent but unknown world without 
truly resembling anything.’30 Perneczky did not 
write about Lőrinczy’s work thereafter, but per-
haps it is not too bold to assume that he too viewed 
the 1964–65 series in the context of Lőrinczy’s 
later work as an important milestone along the 
road to abstraction, but not yet attaining the in-
tended goal.

Stickies
the next turning point in Lőrinczy’s career, which 
was more significant than the previous one, oc-
curred in 1966–67. this was when the series Stick-
ies31 was made, where he achieves full abstract ex-
pression, using the language of pure visuality free of 
all literary allusion. ‘Stickies, as we called these im-
ages, were photographs of water, oil, glue and other 
viscous substances smeared on glass sheets. (...) en-
larging the tiny surfaces of the substances used for 
Stickies to giant proportions was a technically very 
challenging and pleasurable game, but the most ex-
hilarating thing was that he at last found abstrac-
tion. He felt changed, liberated.’32

in a visual sense the most interesting images in the 
series are those which, paradoxically contradicting 
the working title, show élan, vigor, and dynamism or 
present organic structures and formations that we 
have never seen before; or are exciting exactly be-
cause they evoke shapes recognizable in other areas 
of nature such as a jellyfish or a bird’s feather. 
Lőrinczy himself clearly appreciated that the Stickies 
series was a major milestone in his career. in issue 1, 
1967, of Fotóművészet, ernő tillai wrote favourably 
of the exhibition of the series in the headquarters of 
the Association of Hungarian Architects.33 the edi-
tors included in the review extracts from a letter 
Lőrinczy wrote to Fri gyes Pogány, the director of the 
College of Art and design, who opened the exhibi-
tion.34 Lőrinczy said of his work: ‘the forces on these 
small surfaces virtually create beings that take ele-
mental forms in response to infinitely simple effects. 
the whole image, however, is far more complicated 
and, interestingly, the constructions comprised of 
the most elemental effects are sometimes barely dis-
tinguishable from the often seemingly fantastic solu-
tions of space technology and the suspended and 
shell structures of architecture.’ 

25 K. Lőrinczy, ‘image or 
dog gerel?’, p. 16.

26 Ibid., p. 17.

27 Károly Nemes, ‘A művé szeti 
általánosításról’ [on Artistic 
generalisation], Fényképmű
vé szeti Tájékoz tató, 1965/ii– 
iii, pp. 101–112. the recon-
struction of Lőrinczy’s image 
cycles and titles will be the 
subject of a future mono graph. 

28 Ferenc Juhász, Harc a fehér 
báránnyal [Battling with the 
White Lamb], szépiro dalmi 
Könyvkiadó, Buda pest, 1965.

29 géza Perneczky, ‘A meg is-
me rés romantikája (Hoz zá-
szólás)’ [the romanticism of 
recognition (Contribution)], 
Fényképművésze ti Tájékoztató, 
1965/ii–iii, pp. 61–63, cita-
tion p. 61.

30 Ibid., p. 62.

31 this is how Lőrinczy and 
his wife referred to the series 
between themselves. the ex -
hibition title was Composition.

32 K. Lőrinczy, ‘image or 
doggerel?’, p. 20.

33 ernő tillai, ‘Lőrinczy györgy 
fotókiállítása a Magyar Építő-
művészek szövetsége székhá-
zában’ [györgy Lőrinczy’s 
Photo exhibition at the Asso-
ciation of Hungarian Archi-
tects’ Headquarters], Fotó-
művészet, 1967/1. pp. 50–54.

34 Ibid., pp. 52–53. Kati Lőrin-
czy does not know the where-
abouts of the original letter.
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tillai’s praise is enthusiastic, finding ‘musical, archi-
tectonic and dynamic effects’ in the images, and 
mentions tachisme, Pollock, Zenga painting and Zen 
Buddhism, drawing the conclusion: ‘this is now the 
clandestine world of analogue, the magic of the sym-
bol, the transcendence of numbers.’ to prove that 
these are not phrases snatched from thin air, 
Lőrinczy himself said: ‘ultimately, i wish to use 
shapes as well as content to induce intellective and 
emotional meditation beyond hackneyed logic in the 
viewer, a kind of Zen Buddhism-like immersion, 
which, i admit, occupies me a lot. An occasion for 
immersion. i know this is an experiment which per-
haps cannot be concluded. i explored one point only.’ 
No summary of abstract photography would be 
complete without the best of Lőrinczy’s Stickies se-
ries. the work would certainly be included if it had 
been created in America or any Western european 
country, looking  splendid alongside Henry Holmes 
smith’s grotesque, surreal images made with corn 
syrup dripped onto glass35 or Peter Keetman’s com-
positions using oil and raindrops.36  

Abstract images
After this, Lőrinczy took another step towards ab-
straction although in the end he decided that he had 
gone too far; this was no longer his path. Kati 
Lőrinczy described this period as follows: ‘He used 
wires and thin sheets for one group of images, which 
he bent to make rhythmic compositions on a homo-
geneous black or white ground. (...) For another 
group of images he used various materials and mir-
rors. He obtained pure, powerful symmetries as if an 
object and its soul were juxtaposed. i liked these im-
ages very much but he thought they were taking him 
up a blind alley. (...) He didn’t want to make images 
that are reduced to the level of the ‘beautiful.’ so he 
decided not to produce them to exhibition standard, 
which was a pity.’37

this is perhaps the only point in Kati Lőrinczy’s es-
say of memoirs of her husband’s artistic career 
where i do not agree with her. i believe Lőrinczy was 
right. His series of abstract images did not sit well 
with his artistic character. i presume that with these 
images he tried to explore new paths off the beaten 
track on the chance that it would bring him together 
again with his friend Csaba Koncz, but abruptly end-
ed this pursuit  upon Koncz’s defection.
Koncz sought and found something different from 
Lőrinczy in and through his art because their tem-
peraments as artists were very different. Anything 
that came into Koncz’s hand or that he put in front of 
a lens found a purely abstract, calligraphic, or figur-
al, yet beautiful, harmonious form. And this did not 
disturb him – on the contrary. Koncz, in a deeper 
sense of the word, was simple: a pure soul from the 

outset. Lőrinczy was more complex, more dramatic, 
or in Perneczky’s word, a doubt-ridden romantic 
character struggling with himself. Wherever Koncz 
looked, he saw one everywhere. Lőrinczy saw the 
same as two. that is a big difference.

sCALe-CHANgiNg ABstrACt

LÁSZLÓ HARIS 

László Haris (born 1943) is part of the generation 
who lived through the 1956 revolution as a teenag-
er.38 His experiences of the events are partly person-
al as his elder brother fought with the insurgents at 
Budapest’s university of technology. Haris himself 
took fifty odd images of the battle-scarred city on 
November 2nd. in 1960, fearing that his home would 
be searched by internal security forces because he 
attended a ramblers’ club that was organized on re-
ligious lines, he burned the shots he had taken in 
1956. in 2000 it turned out that two of these photo-
graphs had nonetheless survived the destruction, so 
Haris published them and his experiences of 1956.39 
since then, another fifteen prints from 1956 have 
been found in the possession of an old friend from 
secondary school.40

Apart from a single image in 1989 for a poster by 
the graphic artist Péter Pócs, his experience of 
1956 has not played a direct role in Haris’s photog-
raphy. Although this experience appears in his pho-

35 Creative Camera (London), 
Number 142, April 1976,

36 reinhold Miβelbeck, A 20. 
század fotóművészete [20th 
Century Photography], vince 
Kiadó, Budapest, 2002, p. 102.

37 K. Lőrinczy, ‘image or dog-
gerel?’, pp. 22–23.

38 see László Haris, inter-
viewed by sándor szilágyi, 
2005 and 2006; sándor Bacs-
kai, ‘A képzőművészet ben 
otthon éreztem ma gam. 
Beszél getés Haris Lászlóval’ 
[i Felt at Home in the Arts. 
Conversation with László 
Haris], Fotóművészet, 2002/
3-4, pp. 3–11. http://fotomu-
veszet.elender.hu/0234/  
023401.html.

39 Zoltán trencsényi, ‘egy 
kisfiú nagy pillanatai’ [Big 
Moments of a small Boy], 
Népszabadság, 21 october 
2000, p. 38

40 Lajos szakolczay, ‘Jövő kép 
– gyerekszemmel. Be szélgetés 
Haris László fo tóművésszel’ 
[vision of the Future through 
a Child’s eyes. Conversation 
with photographer László 
Haris], Magyar Napló, october 
2006, pp. 9–21, 
www.magyar naplo.hu.

László Haris, 1970.

Poster by Péter Pócs, photo by László Haris, 1989
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tojournalistic shots of the opposition activities in 
1988–89,41 such images are not typical of his ca-
reer. Haris did not make photo-reports and por-
traits either before or after this. 
However, the 1956 revolution profoundly influ-
enced Haris’s life and attitude as an artist: he deep-
ly despised the communist dictatorship (this will 
be discussed later) on moral and philosophical 
grounds and, when occasion demanded, he gave 
voice to his opinions in no uncertain terms. More-
over, it was probably not a coincidence that the 
poet Ferenc Balogh and the graphic artist József v. 
Molnár, who were convicted for their part in the 
1956 revolution, were among his artist friends. 
By this i do not wish to infer that Haris expressed 
the ideals of 1956 in his work, yet i believe it is im-
portant to try and see the need for freedom which 
confronted everything that the official artistic life 
and cultural policy of the era represented in his 
seemingly abstract forms of experimentation and 
the worldview underlying these.

Endless world
Haris, although he had developed film and made 
contact prints since he was six years old, did not in-
tend to become a photographer, but to follow in the 
footsteps of his father and brother and qualify as an 
engineer. graduating from secondary school with 
the highest possible grades in 1961 and performing 
well in national school mathematics and physics con-

tests, it was natural that he applied to the engineer-
ing Faculty at Budapest’s university of technology. 
As he only secured a place for the academic year be-
ginning in the autumn of 1962, he found a job in the 
interim year in the photo lab of the Powder Metal-
lurgy Works at a Budapest machine engineering 
plant. in 1964 he returned to the Works for six months 
as he had to take a year off his degree course, having 
spent more time attending film screen ings and per-
formances at the university theatre than he did 
studying. As there was no copying machine at the 
Works, part of Haris’s job was to reproduce techni-
cal books published in the West. Later, Haris put this 
uninspiring job experience to good use reproducing 
the works of numerous fellow artists. thus he grad-
ually became familiar with the entire artistic scene 
at the time. A crucial event in his career was the 
friendship that evolved with the painter Attila Csáji, 
which began through a reproduction assignment.
it became clear to Haris around 1965–66, at the age 
of 22–23, that he wished to be a photographer, spe-
cifically under the influence of the works of Csaba 
Koncz and györgy Lőrinczy. When asked in a career 
interview what he found in them, Haris responded: 
‘something i already half had in mind myself: their 
simplicity, that is to say very stripped down, simple. 
(...) For me, this had echoes of, for example, the Dao 
De Jing, The Great Book of the Way and its Virtue. in 
them i saw that it was possible to do this in photog-
raphy as well.’42  
He was mainly inspired by images in Lőrinczy’s 
Stickies series, to such an extent that some of his 
early works are almost an homage to Lőrinczy, albe-
it using different techniques to take the images, but 
the style and concept are extremely similar. one ex-
ample of this is the series of dripped pieces of mol-
ten solder (1967). Haris not only wished to show his 
respect for the achievements of the well-known 
Lőrinczy, who was  ten years his senior, but he him-
self was concerned with the organic abstract: the forms 
of beauty which nature and the laws of the material 
itself create on their own. 
györgy szemadám, a painter and critic, noticed the 
close connection between the microscopic alloy 
photos Haris took at his first workplace and his first 
artworks in his article on Haris’s photography.43

this is confirmed by Haris’s memories: ‘the experi-
ence of looking at and photographing these metallo-
graphic samples opened a gate for me to realize that 
the world is endless.’44 
the influence of Lőrinczy is clearly perceptible in 
these early images. interestingly, in parallel with 
these images and using a similar technique, he cre-
ated the works that show he was a complete, mature 
artist and – most importantly – an artist with an in-
dividual style.

41 shown under the title ‘És 
mégis mozog a nép...’ [And yet 
the Nation Moves] in decem-
ber 1989 in FMK, Budapest. 
see györgy szemadám, ‘A 
for  radalom esztétikuma’ [the 
Aesthetics of the revolution], 
Ring, 24.01.1990, pp. 26–27.

42 László Haris, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

43 györgy szemadám, ‘utak és 
határok. Jegy zetek Haris 
Lász ló fotói hoz’ [Paths and 
Boundaries. Notes on László 
Haris’s Photographs], A Ma-
gyar Képző és Iparművé szek 
Szövetsége Tájékoztatója, 
1980/1, pp. 4–22.

44 László Haris, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

László Haris: Illegal Avant-Garde. 1971/2003 
gelatin silver print. rC paper 100 x 70. HMP
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In artistic circles
sometime in the second half of 1967 Haris met the 
painter Attila Csáji through a reproduction assign-
ment, and a friendship quickly evolved between 
them. this was a crucial juncture in Haris’s career. 
His first huge enlargement of a small detail of a 
painting was a work from Csáji’s series entitled 
Message. in 1969 Haris had the opportunity of being 
one of the fourteen artists to show at the Sur et Non 
exhibition45 arranged by Csáji. in one fell swoop, the 
26- year-old photographer’s name became known 
among people interested in the arts. His images 
were also displayed at Csáji’s one-man show in 
Buda pest’s Hotel Műszaki in 1970.46 in brief, Attila 
Csáji discovered Haris for the artistic world. He 
didn’t make him into an artist, but he did start 
Haris’ s career. 
Haris’s image was put on the cover of the Sur et Non 
catalogue. it was an image of a greatly enlarged drop 
of paint, an example of scale-changing abstraction, 
suggesting a moonscape and the impact of a comet. 
the exhibition brought Haris the peer recognition 
that every artist longs for; he was immediately 
accepte d by the artistic community: ‘i found there 
the companionship which i had never experienced 
among photographers because i didn’t have the luck. 
obviously, the same thing could have happened 
among photographers.’47

Haris phrased it this way as he is a very good-na-
tured person who does not like to offend anyone. 
For the sake of historical accuracy, let us say that for 
many years there wasn’t a group of photographers 
that Haris could have belonged to from an intellec-
tual and artistic viewpoint. it is not by chance that 
his works only appeared at fine art exhibitions and 
actions, and shows presenting the use of photogra-
phy as fine art. 

Haris in fact was artistically motivated to take 
photographs. Possibly the only, and not insignifi-
cant, difference between Haris and artists who 
used photography was that for him photography 
was his only medium and he knew all its technical 
options and constraints. in other words, he ap-
proached the artistic issues of the time from the 
problems of photograpic forms. 
Apart from the recognition, Sur et Non rewarded 
Haris with new and important friends and acquain-
tances. through the exhibition he got to know the 
sculptor sándor Csutoros and the graphic artist 
József v. Molnár, with whom he later collaborated, as 
well as the arts writers János Frank, ottó Mezei, and 
Csaba sík, who attentively followed his career.

Balatonboglár
in Haris’s life, setting up the Balatonboglár Chapel 
exhibition Artists’ group in the winter of 1969–70 
was associated with the informal conversations 
that followed the Sur et Non exhibition.48 the other 
six members of the group were Ferenc Balogh 
(poet), Attila Csáji (painter), györgy galántai 
(sculptor), József Magyar and József v. Molnár 
(graphic artists), and József tóth (conductor).49

the group decided the initial annual program for 
1970 and for the next year, but it already disbanded 
in 1971, concurrently with galántai inviting newer 
and newer groups of artists to join the Chapel. 
Haris summed it up in this way: ‘every enlarge-
ment was an enlargement; you have to admit. But 
this destroyed our intention to work calmly in one 
area. As to whether the whole thing had a positive 
or negative outcome? (...) obviously, it was posi-
tive because in the third year there were over a 
hundred exhibiting artists. (...) However, that was 
simply not what we wanted. Whether this was bet-
ter or worse than what we wanted is open to ques-
tion, but it was not what we wanted originally.’50

Balatonboglár played a pivotal role in Haris’s life 
and he was shattered when the police were used to 
close this highly important artistic institution of 
the avant-garde on August 27, 1973. His feelings 
are faithfully reflected in his poster-like work 
where a crumpled newspaper with the headline of 
an article attacking the Chapel exhibitions reading 
Avant-garde takes illegal road is stuffed into József 
v. Molnár’s mouth, and by the fact that he turned 
this work into a commemorative stamp for an ex-
hibition of artists’ stamps organized by györgy 
galántai in 1982.51

45 & 1969, szürenon.

46 the photodocumentation 
for this is in the collection of 
Haris.

47 László Haris, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

48 As this is relevant to the 
subject under discussion, i 
have summarized the events 
naturally from Haris’s per-
spec tive, based on what he 
related in the interview. For a 
fuller, more nuanced picture, 
see edit sasvári ‘A balaton-
bog lári ká polnatárlatok kul-
túr politi kai háttere’ [the 
Cul  tural Policy Background of 
the Balatonboglár Chapel 
ex  hibitions], in Júlia Klani-
czay and edit sasvári (eds.), 
Törvénytelen avantgárd [Il-
legal Avant-garde], Artpool – 
Ba lassi, Budapest, 2003. pp. 
20–26.

49 * & 1970, Balaton boglár.

50 László Haris, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

51 World Art Post, Fészek Klub, 
opened by Károly Záborszky, 
6 April 1982, www.artpool.
hu/Artistamp/Zaborszky.
html.

the No. 1 group’s exhibition in Budapest Zoo, 1971
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Change of scale and abstraction
in 1968 Haris made his first work in which he 
found his own individual voice and this was his 
style for the next five years. to tell the truth, it was 
very simple, only it needed the eye of an artist or, 
more to the point, of a photographer. Haris remem-
bers it like this: ‘Around that time Attila Csáji was 
painting pictures with a very rustic surface. influ-
enced by this and these paintings, i began to specu-
late on the individual images that are in fact within 
the details of the picture. i created the first of these 
images of mine from his paintings, which at the 
start were only interpretations.’52

For this a photographic eye is needed that can iden-
tify another image within a painting in a part only a 
few square centimetres in size, an eye of a photogra-
pher who has already made a great many reproduc-
tions, has seen a large number of paintings and 
graphics, has lit them from here and there, and has 
taken a vast amount of micro and macro shots. Hari s, 
as we know, was just this kind of photographer. 
He gave one of his photographs the title Medita-
tion.53 györgy szemadám used the words ‘medita-
tion’ and ‘meditative’ five times in his study. Part of 
this lies in the fact that the beauty of Haris’s images 
is only divulged by receiving and re-creating the 
work with reflective, composed, totally open recep-
tiveness. this is so because these pieces are the 
product of absorbed labor. ‘His way of working could 

only be compared to Chinese or Japanese painters,’ 
szemadám emphasizes in his article. 
in the interview with Haris he described his creative 
method as best resembling gestural abstraction: ‘For 
example, i extract a small section of a brush stroke. 
the main sweep, the main arc, is clearly linked to the 
movement the painter made, but how the paint frac-
tures in its wake and how the structures are depos-
ited there have nothing directly to do with the artist. 
that is a type of natural formation that comes into 
being by itself. i observed these and these were the 
most exciting for me. that is when things made by 
man and those that nature brings into being are in 
harmony.’54

For the images Haris produced in this first period 
between 1968 and 1972, i use the term scale-chang-
ing abstraction. the change of scale has two impor-
tant aspects both in the creation of these works 
and in their reception. First, Haris crossed the 
boundary of traditional photographic expression 
by radically changing the camera syntax. He showed 
the illusion of ‘landscapes,’ ‘constellations,’ and 
other natural phenomena often defying verbal de-
scription which have an entirely different reality: 
dried cracked drops of paint (Sur et Non), undulat-
ing brush strokes (Psalm), or drizzled gloss paint 
(MET series55). 

Here Haris builds on two elements of our receptive 
conditioning, which were naturally also at play in 
the creative process. one is that we try to interpret 
and decode all new images in terms of images seen 
in the past. thus if we see a photographic image 
which is reminiscent of, say, pictures we have seen 
of mountain ranges, we will see this image as moun-
tains – or at least it requires great effort not to see it 
that way. 
this is connected with another aspect of how we are 
conditioned. As we know that a photograph records 
the visual image of something that actually exists in 
reality,56 for the reason stated above, remaining with 
the example of mountains, we see the microscopic-
like enlargement of a splash of paint as mountains, 
inverting the relationship of reality and illusion. re-
ality associated with illusion becomes stronger than 
plain reality. ‘reality’ is placed in parentheses.  
györgy szemadám mentions in connection with 
MET the depth of the conceptual questions posed 
by this creative method, but his findings can be 
confidently extended to other works as well: ‘there 
are particular lessons in this series of photographs, 
such as implying the same structure of the micro 
and macro worlds, incidental and essential visual 
information, and the nature of chaos and order. At 
this point Haris’s work reaches a Buddhist dimen-
sion, a philosophy which he has long been con-
cerned with.’57

52 László Haris, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

53 Meditation (For Ildikó), 
made in 1968, not long before 
Haris’s marriage to ildi kó 
Csombó.

54 László Haris, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

55 this series was made from 
the cycle of paintings by de-  
zső Korniss Metamorphosis 
Variations, hence the title.

56 or more precisely records 
the light or other waves 
ref   lected or emitted by some-
thing. 

57 szemadám, op.cit., p. 10.
László Haris, Untitled, 1967

 gelatin silver print, 39.3 x 27, collection of the artist
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special technical equipment is needed to create 
these unusual photographic images. to take macro-
photos a suitable special camera or accessories is 
necessary, and of course appropriate lighting to 
highlight the textured surface of a painting or graph-
ic work. in Haris’s case the camera was a Praktisix 
bought in 1967, a 6 x 6 cm roll film camera, which 
had rings that could be inserted between the camera 
body and the lens mount as accessories, as well as a 
reversing ring enabling lenses to be mounted to the 
camera backwards. these adaptors allowed a very 
close shot of the subject and an image larger than re-
ality to be obtained on the negative, which could be 
enlarged even further. All i wish to point out here is 
that images produced in this way are rather rare in 
photography because in photographs the image of 
the subject is usually miniaturized.  
Another conscious use of the options offered by 
camera syntax is taking these images in black and 
white, and not in color. this was not self-evident 
because Haris was very familiar with the color tech-
nique and took microscopic shots in color at his 
workplace. the whole of his activity as a photogra-
pher thereto dictated that this was the technique to 
use, but ultimately it did not happen in that way. 
Haris notes, ‘there was enough of an engineer in me 
to be fascinated by technology and even in my sec-
ondary school years i developed color film and made 
color enlargements. so, actually i would have liked 
this to come together, but somehow it didn’t. (...) 
Maybe it was then that i learnt that black and white 
does this kind of transmutation more thoroughly 
and immediately.’58 due to the black and white tech-
nique Haris’s images became even more abstract, 
further removed from ‘reality,’ from the colors of the 
paintings and graphics that were the point of depar-
ture, as it was evident at Haris’s first solo exhibi-
tion.59  

Mural photography
these prints by Haris, one-metre enlargements, 
were exceptionally large for their day, as they still 
are today. they were printed on photographic paper 
that was on a one-metre wide roll. once again this is 
a mere technical detail but it is an inherent part of 
the aesthetics of the prints.
First of all, Haris regularly exhibited his photographs 
in environments where there were paintings and 
graphic works of similar size and even larger sculp-
tures. He intended his often 1.5 to 2 square metre 
prints to fit in with these as he did not want his 
works to go unnoticed. the large size also gave view-
ers the chance to explore his pictures in the same 
way as he had entered the artworks that were his 
models, opening new windows on the ‘endless 
world.’ Haris consciously exploited the opportuni-

ties afforded by the large size: ‘As soon as i began 
doing these images, it became clear that isolation 
was not the only important building block of pic-
tures like this but also the change of scale.’60

While it is not closely related to, neither is it far from 
the aesthetics of these photos that these one metre 
by one metre or larger manual prints are evidence of 
Haris’s technical skills as a photographer, particu-
larly in view of the circumstances in which they 
were made: ‘We had an apartment where the bath-
room was the darkroom. Printing enlargements of 
this size in a bathroom is not easy, but i managed 
somehow. i carved myself a trough, which i lined 
with plastic, that was able to hold eight to ten litres 
of developer, enough to develop one-metre wide 
prints by pulling them this way and that.’61 
the conscious exploitation of printmaking syntax 
is demonstrated by Haris’s choice of dokubrom 
photographic paper, which had a narrow tonal 
range, when he wished to achieve graphic effects 
and Fortezo photographic paper when he was 
striving for a more painterly, richer selection of 
tones. When using Fortezo, he himself determined 
the base color for the print by changing the chemi-
cal composition of the developer from ‘warm’ 
brown to ‘cold’ steel blue.  

From image interpretation 
to autonomous image
When Haris displayed these prints in public, the ex-
tent to which these would be considered his own 

István Demeter, Unbinding and Binding (Hymn of Matter), 
1967, ink drawing, 29.7 x 21, collection of László Haris

58 László Haris, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

59 Ferenc Bodri, ‘Haris László 
fotókiállítása’ [Photo exhibi-
tion by László Haris], Fotó-
művészet, 1970/3, p. 44.

60 László Haris, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

61 Ibid.
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works or the creations of the artists providing the 
starting point was extremely important to his con-
temporaries as well as to himself. it must be remem-
bered that these images lived together with their 
models, frequently exhibited at joint exhibitions, 
and even if they were not, Haris’s contemporaries 
knew or could easily guess which image was a detail 
of which painting or piece of graphic art. 
today this is no longer the case. Haris’s pictures 
have separated from their original artistic milieu 
and live an independent life, mostly in the medium 
of art photography exhibitions isolated from the 
other arts. the above question on originality, 
which, i believe, was overstated by people at that 
time,62 has now lost its point. thus when i show a 
painting and a pen and ink drawing, tiny parts of 
which were models for Haris’s mural works, as ex-
amples, all i am trying to do is illustrate Haris’s 
creative method.
Haris’s 120 x 65 cm photograph Bird (1969)63 was 
made from a small detail of Attila Csáji’s oil paint-
ing Idols (1964; 42 x 29.7 cm): the bird nestles head 
downwards in the left eye of the figure on the left 
of the painting. szemadám quite rightly wrote 
about this painting: ‘this is not a photograph of a 
detail analyzing a graphic work but a remarkable 
synthesis of a couple of impetuous brush strokes 
and the material’s own movement. (...) the several 
hundred times enlarged “Bird” records the blurred 
image of a bird among the whirlpools of energy 
eruptions with immense power.’64 
Haris used the pen and ink drawing Unbinding and 
Binding (Hymn of Matter) (1967) by istván demeter 
(1914-1977) for two works. demeter was the parish 
priest in the village of sajószentpéter, who began 
painting in 1961, aged 46.65 over fifteen years he 

produced an oeuvre of stunning quantity, almost 
20,000 works. Many people at the time were struck 
by the suggestive personality and art of the priest 
cum painter. 
in his biography the inspiration for the series Hymn 
of Matter is said to be the poem Hymne à la Matière 
by Pierre teilhard de Chardin.66 A small section from 
the center of demeter’s drawing was the model for 
Haris’s Hymn of Matter (1969). it can be spotted by 
turning the drawing to the right. A few centimetres 
to the left – or below in the original position – the 
basis for The Highest Goodness Resembles Water 
(1969) can be found. the title of this work is also 
spiritual. Haris borrowed it from eastern religious 
philosophy, the first line of chapter 8 of Lao-tze’s 
Dao De Jing.67

Psalm (1970) is the simplest, cleanest work from 
Haris’s abstract period. in keeping with its title it 
does not seek to depict anything: it is an object for 
meditation. its model was an oil painting on hard-
board by Haris’s artist friend József v. Molnár.

László Haris, The Highest Goodness Resembles Water, 1969
gelatin silver print, 100 x 100, collection of the artist

László Haris, Hymn of Matter, 1969
 gelatin silver print, 74 x 76.5, collection of the artist

62 For example, szemadám, 
op.cit., p. 8.

63 At the No. l group’s exhibi-
tion in the Lions’ Cave at 
Buda pest Zoo in 1971 an even 
larger 2 x 1 m print was 
shown. see Haris’s photo doc-
u mentation of the exhibition.

64 szemadám, op.cit., pp. 8–9.

65 www.hnm.hu/sarospatak/
archiv/demeter/demeter.htm.

66 see the above website. the 
same source dates the series 
to 1971 but this is wrong, as 
shown by the date on the 
work as well as the date of 
Haris’s photographs.

67 see sándor Weöres, Egybe-
gyűjtött műfordí tások [Col-
lect ed translations], vol. i, 
Magvető, Budapest, 1976, p. 78.
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Zoltán Nagy, unt. from the The Verger Who Was Forsaken by Christ series, 1963
gelatin silver print, 29.5 x 23.2; image: 22.8 x 22.3, Pajta galéria
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Zoltán Nagy, Composition IV, 1965
gelatin silver print, 16.4 x 22.6, HMP
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Zoltán Nagy, Pendulum, 1965
gelatin silver print, 24.4 x 16.7, HMP



31

Zoltán Nagy, Planks with Wire, 1965
gelatin silver print, 29.8 x 23.2, Pajta galéria



32

Zoltán Nagy, unt. from the Scenery series, 1965
gelatin silver print, dokubrom paper, 25.4 x 19.8, HMP
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Zoltán Nagy, Egg on a Harrow, 1965
gelatin silver print, 29.8 x 23.2, Pajta galéria
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Zoltán Nagy, unt. from the Adolescent series, 1963
gelatin silver print, 24 x 18.2, HMP
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Zoltán Nagy, unt. from the Adolescent series, 1963
gelatin silver print, 24 x 18.2, HMP
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Csaba Koncz, unt., c. 1965 
gelatin silver print, 9.1 x 10, collection of the artist
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Csaba Koncz, Image II, 1966 
gelatin silver print, 38.9 x 23.9, HMP
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Csaba Koncz, Composition VII, 1964 
gelatin silver print, 30 x 39, HMP
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Csaba Koncz, unt., 1967
 orthochromatic sheet film, 22.8 x 15.2, HMP
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Csaba Koncz, unt., c. 1967 
gelatin silver print, 19 x 13, collection of the artist



41

Csaba Koncz, unt., c. 1967
gelatin silver print, 17.5 x 10.5, HMP
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Csaba Koncz, unt., c. 1967 
gelatin silver print, 16.1 x 9, HMP
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Csaba Koncz, unt., c. 1967 
gelatin silver print, 16.1 x 9, HMP
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Csaba Koncz, unt., c. 1967
gelatin silver print, 17.5 x 12.5, HMP
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Csaba Koncz, unt., c. 1967
orthochromatic sheet film, 23.9 x 18.2, HMP
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György Lőrinczy, No. 32, from the Stickies series, 1966
gelatin silver print, 34.4 x 49.7, HMP
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György Lőrinczy, No. 35, from the Stickies series, 1966 
gelatin silver print, 13.8 x 21.1, vintage galéria



48

György Lőrinczy, No. 29, from the Stickies series, 1966 
gelatin silver print, 23.5 x 15.5, vintage galéria
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György Lőrinczy, No. 30, from the Stickies series, 1966 
gelatin silver print, 23.5 x 15.5, vintage galéria
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György Lőrinczy, unt., 1968 
gelatin silver print, 23.8 x 17.2, vintage galéria
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György Lőrinczy, unt., 1968 
gelatin silver print, 24.2 x 15, vintage galéria
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László Haris, Untitled, 1967 
gelatin silver print, 38.5 x 29, collection of the artist
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László Haris, Sur et Non, 1969/2003 
gelatin silver print, rC paper, 60 x 50, collection of the artist
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László Haris, Psalm, 1970/1996 
gelatin silver print, rC paper, 95.5 x 95.5, collection of Péter stefanovits
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László Haris, Meditation (for Ildikó), 1968 
gelatin silver print, 73.5 x 70.5, collection of the artist
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 László Haris, MET, 2-5, 1970 
gelatin silver print, 60 x 50, collection of the artist
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 László Haris, MET, 6–9, 1970 
gelatin silver print, each 60 x 50, collection of the artist
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Attila Csáji, Idols, 1964
oil on paper, 42 x 29.7, collection of László Haris
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László Haris, Bird, 1969 
gelatin silver print, 185.5 x 101, collection of the artist
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György Lőrinczy, Young people, 1968 
gelatin silver print on card (printer’s proof), 24.8 x 40.5, vintage galéria
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in 1972 the book New York, New York by györgy 
Lőrinczy (1935–1981) was published1 and for a 
good quarter of a century no comparable photo-
graphic book appeared in Hungary. this volume 
combined the virtues of an  album and a made-to-
order guidebook by an independent author, its sub-
ject an enthusiastic, first-hand account of the capital 
city of Freedom, made for browsing by his compatri-
ots living in captivity behind the iron Curtain by a 
lucky Hungarian. the book was an unparalleled suc-
cess. ‘the 5,200 copies published, including 1,200 
numbered books, sold out in two weeks.’2 the im-
agery and the visual impressions exuded the fresh 
air of freedom and pervaded the entire structure 
and appearance of the book. Lőrinczy designed the 
layout of the book and it was executed in conjunc-
tion with the greatest typographic artist of the peri-
od, tibor szántó. Lőrinczy felt that the best way of 
showing the artistic and hippy world of New york, 
the throbbing yet ever so human metropolis, was 
through pop-art, ironic (photo)graphic solutions: 
mon tages, superman inserted on the interleafs be-
tween the photographs, and a visual world designed 
to maximize its graphic effects through solarisation 
and intentionally grainy enlargements. ‘He thought 
that photos per se did not portray New york. in the 
end he plumped for solarisation, which not many 
people had done before.’3 
on this point i must say that i have certain reserva-
tions. Lőrinczy is undoubtedly right that photo-
graphs in themselves may not always reproduce the 
visual and general experience of lazing around on 
the streets and in the parks of the Big Apple and 
meeting artists, jazz musicians, street theatre per-
formers, happeners, and other unusual people.  For 
this reason he felt that he had to enhance the images 
with something. the question is whether solarisa-
tion solved this problem. My view is that it did not 
entirely. essentially it did not because monochro-
matic materials were used for the shots and these in 
many cases were unable to portray the colorfullness 
and the pop and hippy spirit of the world he wished 
to show. there are many photographs in the album, 
mainly the solarised images, which, i feel, would 
have more impact in color, similar to the LP covers of 
the time. this, of course, may never have been an op-
tion given the state of the Hungarian printing indus-
try then – which is a pity.
this does not detract from the merits of the album. 
New York, New York was a cult book when it was 
published, and people still consider it as such today. 

Lőrinczy had the good fortune to be able to travel 
with his wife to New york for two months in the 
autum n of 1968, when he took the photographs for 
the book. Lőrinczy and his wife stayed with 
friends in the soHo,4 the heart of the avant-garde art 
scene in the 1960s, just a couple of blocks from 
Andy Warhol’s ‘Factory.’ Lőrinczy also took a por-
trait of the pop artist. 
the album suggests that this was a very eventful two 
months. it must have been difficult to return to Hun-
gary. indeed, Lőrinczy never really managed to re-
adapt. in her memoirs Kati Lőrinczy describes that 
her husband felt ill at ease back home and showed 
signs of depression. After a more serious period of 
illness, the couple eventually decided to leave the 
country in 1973. Lőrinczy died in New york in 1981. 
He was 46 years old.
Lőrinczy did not continue reporting on the city in 
the series he made five years earlier and did not 
publish these works there either. the focus of his art 
took a new direction and he became a forerunner of 
postmodern photography. in 1984 the Budapest 
photo gallery Fotóművészeti galéria staged an exhi-
bition of the material of the New York, New York 
album,5 and in 2004 the Nederlands Fotomuseum, 
schaden.com, and Budapest’s vintage galéria jointly 
published a facsimile reprint of the 1972 album.  

1 Magyar Helikon, Budapest, 
1972. & 1972: Lőrinczy, New 
york, New york.

2 Kati Lőrinczy, ‘Kép vagy 
klapancia?’ [image or dog ger-
el], in Mag dolna Kolta (ed.), 
Lőrinczy György (1935–1981). 
Szaros seggel angyallá válni 
[györgy Lőrinczy (1935–
1981). Becoming an Angel 
with a shitty Arse], Magyar 
Fotográfiai Múzeum – glória 
Kiadó, Budapest, 1995, p. 22. 
in Hungary, which has a pop-
ulation of ten million, photo 
albums are usually printed in 
500-1,000 copies.

3 K Lőrinczy, op. cit., p. 21. 
incidentally, the second half 
of the sentence is not true. 
the use of different chemical 
processes and other tech-
niques including solarisation 
on photographs was quite 
wide spread at this time.

4 Ibid, pp. 24-25.

5 & 1984, Fotóművészeti 
galéria, Lőrinczy, New york, 
New york.

NeW yorK, NeW yorK

 György Lőrinczy, The Volkswagen of the Fugs, 1968
gelatin silver print on card (printer’s proof), 16.9 x 24.8, vintage galéria



62

György Lőrinczy, The Iron Butterfly Band in Fillmore East, 1968 
gelatin silver print on card (printer’s proof), 24.8 x 40.5, vintage galéria
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György Lőrinczy, They play some music in the street, 1968 
gelatin silver print on card (printer’s proof), 24.8 x 40.5, vintage galéria
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György Lőrinczy, Old Car, 1968 
gelatin silver print on card (printer’s proof), 19 x 19.8, vintage galéria
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György Lőrinczy, The Seventh Street Theater, 1968 
gelatin silver print on card (printer’s proof), 24.8 x 17, vintage galéria



66

György Lőrinczy, Sometimes they set fire to the garbage cans at night, 1968 
gelatin silver print on card (printer’s proof), 18.6 x 21.2, vintage galéria
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György Lőrinczy, The Performance Group: Dionysus in 69, 1968 
gelatin silver print on card (printer’s proof), 24.8 x 18.7, vintage galéria
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Antal Jokesz, May Day, 1975 
gelatin silver print, 40 x 30, collection of the artist
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this chapter presents how three artists – Antal 
Jokesz, gábor Ke rekes and János szerencsés – who 
later worked in the spirit of the neo-avant-garde, 
began their photographic careers. 
signs of their later styles, albeit mere seeds, were 
already present in their early works, which can be 
considered unconventional in the context of when 
they were created. these photographers rejected 
the aesthetics of the popular ‘beautiful image’ and 
introduced elements of visual communication that 
estranged and surprised the viewer. 
Photographic literature has mentioned Jokesz, 
Kerekes, and szerencsés in the same breath since 
the first Document exhibition1 (1979) as if they were 
a single group, but this was not the case. the orga-
nizers of Document were Jokesz and szerencsés; 
Kerekes was an invited guest who took part only in 
the first and fourth exhibitions.2 Furthermore, the 
Document exhibitions were not arranged on com-
mon aesthetic or stylistic principles, as was Work-
shop ‘67, but merely showed and documented who 
was doing what in a given year. Quality apart, there 
is no common trait in the works and photographic 
approaches of Jokesz, Kerekes, and szerencsés. From 
the outset they were photographers with very dif-
ferent characters, who later were occupied by totally 
contrasting problems concerning forms of expres-
sion, which they sought to resolve in diverging ways. 

GÁBOR KEREKES 

gábor Kerekes (1945–2014) became involved in 
photography relatively late, when he was 25, but not 
without some relevant experience. Kerekes relates 
in his biographical essay that even as a child he had 
a strong sense of visuality.3 He went to extra draw-
ing lessons while at secondary school,4 and, after 
finishing school, applied to the Painting department 
of the College of Fine Arts in the autumn of 1964, 
but did not get through the second round of the en-
trance procedure.5 He then trained as a waiter and, 
with breaks, spent almost twenty years serving ta-
bles. indeed, it was due to his job as a waiter that his 
photographic career began. in 1970 he was given a 
serious camera as a wedding present by a West ger-
man customer and began taking photographs.
Kerekes enrolled in the amateur Budapest Photo 
Club sometime in 1972.6 Fellow photographer Bálint 
Flesch recalls their meeting: ‘i first met Kerekes at the 
Budapest Photography Club. He brought in a load of 

prints and we were all gobsmacked because they 
were so marvelous.’7 From 1973 onward he won a 
succession of the quarterly competitions sponsored 
by the photography journal Fotóművészet, and his 
works were shown at numerous amateur collective 
exhibitions at home and abroad. in september 1974 
he took part in his first important group exhibition, 
where his images were displayed alongside works 
by Bálint Flesch, dávid Horváth, Attila Montvai, and 
János szerencsés at the Lajos vajda stu dio in szent-
endre.8 this can be considered the high point of 
Kerekes’s first creative period, which extended 
between 1972 and 1975.  

1956 in black and white
Before i present the works that Kerekes made in this 
period, it is worth talking about one aspect of his 
formative years that is not evident from contempo-
rary written sources, yet emerged in the course of 
my interview with him.9 this is Kerekes’s experi-
ence of 1956, which profoundly influenced his later 
vision.
At the time of the 1956 revolution in Hungary, 
Kerekes, aged 11, was in his preadolescence. He 
went out to many locations, at first with his mother 
and then on his own, to see what was happening.10 it 
is unnecessary to go into detail; the point is that 
Kerekes remembered many images of the revolution 
which were very sharp and genuine. these did not in-
fluence his later worldview in the sense of whether 

1 Dokumentum in Hungarian.

2 it was, of course, no coinci-
dence that the organizers in 
their twenties invited pre-
cisely Kerekes from the gen-
eration in their thirties.

3 gábor Kerekes, ‘Kezdem a 
gyerekkornál’ [starting in 
Childhood]. Fotóművé szet, 
1984/3, p. 43.

4 istván Molnár, ‘Feketén feke-
te. vázlatos arckép-ön arc kép 
Kerekes gábor ról’ [Black on 
Black. sketch for a Portrait/
self-Portrait of gábor Kere-
kes], Fotóművészet, 1989/4, 
p. 50.

5 gábor Kerekes, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2004. 
there is no documentary evi-
dence to support this as the 
College did not retain records 
of the entrance procedure. 
i wish to thank Mrs. Katalin 
Blaskó, head of the Archive, 
for her verbal information.

6 the record of his joining the 
Club has not survived.

7 Bálint Flesch, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

8 * 1974, vajda Lajos stúdió.

9 gábor Kerekes, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

10 At the time the Kerekes fam-
ily lived on verseny street, 
next to the eastern railway 
station in Budapest, relatively 
close to some major locations 
of the revolution. 

gábor Kerekes, c. 1972.

eXPressive doCuMeNtArisM

Gábor Kerekes, unt. from the Central Market Hall series, 1975
 gelatin silver print, 17.5 x 15.7, HMP
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he favored one side or the other. He did not even 
subscribe to the wisdom ‘both sides were right in 
their own way.’ Kerekes, as i will explain more fully 
in the chapter Urban Visions, did not think of the 
world around him in sociological or political cate-
gories, but he lived through it as an existentialist 
experience. there he was, all alone, and there was 
the external world around him, a foreign world of 
objects, houses, and people. 
From the viewpoint of the subject of this book, his 
most important experience in 1956 was revealed in 
his answer to my question in the interview: ‘every 
image and everything i remember about 1956 is in 
black and white in my memory, even the colors of 
the Hungarian tricolor! ’ (...) s: ‘And the blood? do 
you see that as black too?’ K: ‘that too. everything, 
everything is black.’11

  
Artisans 
it was exactly this black – the unusual dark tone, 
the low key12 – that, in the eyes of contemporary 
photographers, set Kerekes’s first series of images 
apart from others. this subtlety of photographic 
expression, which is only evident in his exhibition 
prints, can be subsumed by more striking aspects 

of the images, such as the subject matter of them 
and the material world that is portrayed. on this 
basis the critics labeled Kerekes’s early works as 
social documentary photography, which i believe is 
erroneous. 
Kerekes said in a 1989 interview13 that he had never 
done social documentary photography; this was just 
a label pinned on his early work. He saw the point of 
these images entirely differently: ‘i took high con-
trast, dark images. very black prints which even had 
a stale smell. Not in a sociographic sense meaning 
poverty – because maybe these two go together, but 
not always. Anyway, i wished to go beyond this.’ 
so let us interpret the series of images Kerekes 
produced in 1972–1973 from the perspective of 
the artist’s intentions. At first sight it seems that 
the choice of subject is a systematic attempt to study 
the crafts of a few artisans. However, the motive 
behind this study was not sociography or social 
criticism; the images clearly show that Kerekes 
was interested in the dedication and dignity with 
which these people went about their business and 
plied their crafts. the structure of each series 
supports this: the last image in each is a bust-like 
portrait of the master craftsman. 

11 gábor Kerekes, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005. 

12 the term ‘low key’ to refer 
to the style of photography 
that predominantly utilizes 
dark tones was borrowed 
from music.

13 Molnár, op. cit., 
pp. 51–52.

Gábor Kerekes, unt. from the Outskirts series, 1975 
gelatin silver print, 23.8 x 37.4, HMP
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it isn’t a coincidence that he chose artisans skilled 
with their hands as the models because in every in-
terview, as well as in private conversations, Kerekes 
stressed that he was an absolute perfectionist; he 
had a profound understanding of the craft of pho-
tography. ‘i think that i am an exceptionally serious 
person. i can’t stand any inaccuracy, any overtone, 
any dissonance. i make things with precision, con-
sistency and gravity, and with exceptional rigor. i am 
staggeringly selective.’14 this was a cornerstone of 
his personality and self-image. in light of this, we 
can interpret these series about artisans as trans-
muted self-portraits. 
Kerekes, in choosing photography and striving to do 
it with total dedication, projected his own anxieties 
and future into the lot of these elderly craftsmen. He 
saw them as people who were justifiably proud of 
their trade and their work, yet at the same time were 
lonely, neglected figures living in poverty. At this 
time, Kerekes was occupied by changing his liveli-
hood as his first interview reveals: ‘i left my well-
paying job and went to work at the photographers’ 
cooperative as the errand boy, and then as a semi-
skilled darkroom technician so that my everyday 
job was nearer to my recently found calling.’15

Dislocated world
in 1975 Kerekes’s style changed. His earlier, needle-
sharp images were replaced by blurred, smudged 
figures, images flooded by desperation and cosmic 
uncertainty. today we know that a biographical fact 
lay behind the change of style: Kerekes was recruit-
ed by the Ministry of interior.16 From the point of 
view of avant-garde trends, this fact, which falls 
within the scope of the psychology of art or depth 
psychology, is only pertinent in that it was around 
this time that Kerekes began to use motion blur or 
other methods lacking sharpness that made his im-
ages uncertain, including the hiding, furtive nature 
of his self-portraits, a style that defined his second 
creative period, which ended in 1984. the strange 
thing about the whole business is that it is precisely 
this secrecy that makes these photographs special. 
Kerekes as a person must have suffered from his dark 
secret, but as an artist he profited from it: his works 
became more profound. 
in the autumn of 1975 he made the Central Market 
Hall series, which seemingly depicts one of urban 
life’s most peaceable activities, weekend shopping. 
Kerekes dislocates and upsets the mood of this ordi-
nary activity by using a tool of camera syntax, inject-
ing tension into his images of everyday life with mo-
tion blur, which he uses as a principle of composi-
tion. this effect is reinforced by another effect of 
camera syntax, shooting from a low angle. in one 
image, this technique is combined with the nervous 

nail-biting of a woman who is shopping. All the ten-
sions of a baser reality which Kerekes experienced 
in his own life – and from which the women shop-
ping were light years away – vibrate in the atmo-
sphere of these images.  

JÁNOS SZERENCSÉS 

From the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s János szeren csés 
(1950–2009) was one of the major initiators and a 
dynamic figure in progressive circles. He was among 
the organizers of the main alternative exhibitions of 
the period,17 and held meetings in his Budapest apart-
ment where several of his fellow young photogra-
phers got to know contemporary photography, such 
as the work of diane Arbus, from books.18 Moreover, 
szerencsés’s oeuvre has a special, objective focus pervad-
ed by lyricism, which will be shown in later chapters.  
szerencsés entered the world of amateur photogra-
phy, and shortly thereafter professional, as a young 
man, aged 20. He joined the Budapest Photography 
Club on March 24, 1970,19 and won a special award 
in the competition of the photography journal 
Fotóművészet for the third quarter of 1971 with his 
series of prints Pigeon Fancier.20 At the Photography 
Club he met figures such as Bálint Flesch, Attila 
Montvai, dávid Horváth, and gábor Kerekes, with 

Gábor Kerekes, unt. from the Central Market Hall series, 1975 
gelatin silver print, 17.7 x 16.5, HMP

14 Ibid., p. 50.
15 Zsolt Csalog, ‘Bemutatás: 
Kerekes gá bor’ [introducing 
gábor Kerekes], Mozgó Világ, 
1977/2, p. 11
16 From october 27, 1975 to 
september 25, 1981 he served 
as an undercover agent under 
the code name ‘Zoltán Köves’ 
in the secret police depart-
ment BrFK iii/iii–B. tamás 
szőnyei, Nyilván tartottak. Tit-
kos szolgák a magyar rock kö-
rül, 1960–1990 [registered. 
secret servants in Hungarian 
rock, 1960–1990], Magyar 
Na rancs – tihany-rév Ki adó, 
[Budapest], 2005, pp. 527–528.
17 Öt fotós [Five Photographers], 
vajda Lajos stúdió, 1974; Do-
ku men tum [document], 1979–
1982; Fiatal fotó 1980 után 
[young Photo after 1980], 
1982; Önkioldó [self–timer], 
1983, 1984.
18 szerencsés remembers that 
the likes of László Beke, gábor 
Bódy, Antal Jokesz, udo Kier, 
Lóránt Méhes, Zoltán sebők, 
györgy tóth and János vető 
went to the gatherings in his 
Fodor street apartment more 
or less regularly. János szeren-
csés, interviewed by sándor 
szilágyi, 2006.
19 Cd: MAdoMe/1970 03 
szerencsés.
20 see Fotóművészet, 1971/4.
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whom he exhibited jointly, under his own direction, 
in the Lajos vajda studio in szentendre, between 
september 8 and 22, 1974.21 on one hand, this sug-
gests that progressive young photographers did not 
wish to show their works at the accustomed photo-
graphic forums, but were seeking links with avant-
garde artists.  Conversely, artists in the long-estab-
lished creative community in the town of szentendre 
were open to photography, which was viewed some-
what scornfully by ‘official artistic circles.’
szerencsés began his professional photographic ca-
reer at the age of 21 when he was taken on with vir-
tually no experience as a photographer at the Corvi-
na Publishing House, primarily a publisher of art 
books, in 1971. in his interview about his career he 
recalled, ‘this was an amazingly big thing because i 
was thrust into a milieu of professionals and decent 
people that i have been able to build on to the pres-
ent day. (...) And i was given exceptionally good as-
signments. in the 1970s i was earning thirty to forty 
thousand forints a month, which was a phenomenal 
amount of money.’22 szeren csés worked for Corvina 
until 1988 and simultaneously furthered his career 
as an art photographer, maintaining throughout a 
clear separation between his publishing assign-
ments and his autonomous artworks in photography.
the sole point of contact between the two was the 
perfectionism evident in his work.

Beyond social documentary photography
in the Pigeon Fancier (1971) series, the 21-year-old 
szerencsés follows the conventional approach of 
taking us step by step into the pigeon fancier’s home 
and showing the material environment in detail. the 
series has sociographic qualities, yet focuses more 

on the psychological process of how the man gradu-
ally relaxes his initial mistrust of the photographer 
and the camera. in the most emphatic image of the 
series the pigeon fancier entirely forgets about 
the pre sence of szerencsés: only he and his favor-
ite pigeon exist. 
May Day (1974) is another work that is not social 
documentary but captures the May day parade from 
a boy’s viewpoint.23 the camera angle is low;24 we, 
the onlookers, are made the companions of the boy 
and not of the adults surrounding him. We have 
nothing to do with the peaked-capped soldiers, the 
man sporting a white shirt and a jacket with a neat 
breast pocket handkerchief but no tie, or his com-
panion looking suspiciously at the photographer – 
just as the boy holding two flags has nothing to do 
with these people, or in fact with the flags or soviet-
Hungarian fraternity. this is expressed by the boy 
hesitantly chewing his nails, and this is where 
szerencsés’s image-creating talent lies. He can make 
an image out of nothing, in this case a single gesture.  
the art historian László Beke also sees the key to the 
picture in this gesture, but draws the opposite con-
clusion from it: ‘the interesting thing is not the in-
tention to depict society or social criticism, but that 
a boy puts his finger into his mouth.’25 in my inter-
pretation, the figures around the boy and the physi-
cal accessories of the parade are not indifferently 
juxtaposed to the boy but oppose him, which gives 
the image its subtle social criticism.  

ANTAL JOKESZ 

Sex
Antal Jokesz (born 1952) was one of the boldest ex-
perimenters of Hungarian neo-avant-garde photog-
raphy between 1978 and 1984. in the beginning, 
only the unrestrained nature of his talent was appar-
ent. For example, in 1977 crowds flocked to his exhi-
bition at the veszprém County Cultural Center26 be-
cause it was rumored that pornography was on dis-
play. this, of course, was not true, but there is no 
question that Jokesz dramatically broke with the 
tradition of the arty, idealized nude in Hungarian 
photography and showed the female body as erotic. 
For instance, his image Silence of Pillows (1975)27 
provoked long debates in amateur circles about 
whether it was permissible to take images of a nude 
in bed. in other images the naked truth is seen lying 
in a cornfield, under bushes, or on a hillside. Jokesz’s 
early images cannot be explained as a macho atti-
tude. the situation is rather the opposite. Jokesz 
views women not as sexual objects but as sexual 
partners. As he said in an interview in the veiled lan-
guage of the time, which is easy to decipher in the 

János szerencsés, 1974.

21 * 1974, vajda Lajos stúdió.

22 János szerencsés, inter view-
ed by sándor szilágyi, 2006. 
this must be an exagerration. 
the average monthly wage of 
graduates in 1970 was HuF 
2,726 and in 1979 HuF 5,427. 
in 1973 János Kádár, the first 
secretary of the politburo of 
the Hungarian socialist Work-
ers’ Party, earned HuF 15,000 
per month. see Mihály Zafír 
(ed.), Életszín vonal 1960–
1980 [Living standards 1960–
1980], Central statistical of-
fice, Budapest, 1981, pp. 96–
97; tibor valuch, Hétköznapi 
élet Kádár János korában [dai-
ly Life in the János Kádár era], 
Corvina, Budapest, 2006, p. 
181. My thanks to tibor va-
luch, who provided these fig-
ures.

23 * 1984, szerencsés, p. 12.

24 szerencsés remembers that 
he did not raise the camera to 
his eye, that is to say he did 
not squat, but took the shots 
standing and held the camera 
at the boy’s height. 

25 László Beke, ‘szerencsés 
János képalkotó stratégiái’ 
[János szerencsés’s image-
Making strategies], Fotó mű
vészet, 1984/4, p. 54.

26 * 1977, Jokesz, veszprém.

27 the title came from a poem 
by the Hungarian poet János 
Pilinszky ‘ez lesz’ [this Will 
Be]. see János Pilinszky, Szál-
kák [splinters], szép irodalmi 
Könyvkiadó, Buda pest, 1972, 
p. 67

28 Béla Albertini, ‘Fiatal foto-
gráfusok’ [young Photo gra-
phers], Fotó művészet, 1976/2, 
p. 43.

János Szerencsés: May Day, 1974
reproduced from the catalog Szerencsés 13 év
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knowledge of the images: ‘We talk and do a lot about 
equal rights for women, but the way forward is not 
simple but contradictory. you have to say this in pho-
tographs as well.’28

For Jokesz, sexuality meant freedom, and female sex-
uality and eroticism meant equal rights for women. 
until the change of regime following the fall of com-
munism in 1990, there were a large number of ob-
stacles to winning this freedom and equality, includ-
ing the deeply condescending, idealized notion of 
the female nude, which viewed women as nothing 
more than attractive forms with interesting bulges 
and cavities.
Jokesz pushed this approach aside in his own unre-
strained way. 
In Era (1984), the final image closing his next crea-
tive period, Jokesz overturns every imaginable ta-
boo: the model steps over us, her skirt is blown up 
and she is without knickers, the point revealed in all 
its glory. Jokesz passes over the hesitant passivity 
surrounding the nakedness of the female body with 
Helmut Newton’s boldness, but with the crucial dif-
ference that Newton’s models, with their perfect 
bodies, are as asexual as mannequins, while Jokesz’s 
subjects are real flesh and blood, the true embodi-
ment of female eroticism.

Rock & Roll
other aspects of Jokesz’s work before 1978 show 
that he wished to break with the clichés of contem-
porary photography, although for the time being he 
remained within the standard forms of expression. 
one example is his series of four photographs enti-

tled Without a Score (1975).29 the series was taken 
with a wide-angle lens, which, according to photo-
graphic dictates of the era, should not have been 
used to portray people. However, Jokesz did not 
wish to portray, but to show something. this series 
of images is not so much about the musician as it is 
about music itself, which shines through the wretch-
ed living conditions.
Music played a very important role in Jokesz’s life. 
He said in an interview30 that in his childhood his 
neighbour introduced him to the mysteries of two 
hobbies. one was photography and working in the 
darkroom and the other was the world of transistor 
radios. His years between the ages of 14 and 18 co-
incided with the great era of progressive beat and 
rock: ‘i can remember exactly the street corner i was 
on when i first heard Hendrix’s solo, Gypsy Eyes, on 
my little Néva pocket radio. (...) in 1969 i was still at 
secondary school in veszprém, but i regularly went to 
the youth Park in Budapest for concerts by sakk-
Matt, KeX, and others, and i can still recite all the 
bands that were on the week’s program.’ He listened 
to a lot of music in the 1970s (Miles davis, John Cage, 
györgy Ligeti), built himself tube amps and speak-
ers, and in the late 1980s even worked as a dJ.  
in a nutshell, the theoretical problems of reproduced 
music (and later film and video) helped Jokesz ex-
plore the nature of photography as a medium. How-
ever, disregarding this series, music and the musical 
approach is not the subject of Jokesz’s photographs, 
but rather their inspiration or model. What Jokesz 
learned from musicians was their attitu de and 
worldview, and not themes and solutions of form.

29 Jokesz only published two 
images from the series, as a 
diptych, on pages 34–35 of his 
volume A preparált idő nyomá 
ban [tracking Prepared time], 
(Mű vészetek Háza – Prospek-
tus Nyomda, veszprém, 1999). 
While agreeing that these two 
are the strongest images of 
the four and clearly stand their 
ground by themselves, i hasten 
to add that the other two aid 
interpretation.

30 Antal Jokesz, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006.The Kex, 1970, photo by Antal Jokesz

Antal Jokesz, 1976.
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Gábor Kerekes, unt. from the Past series, 1973 
gelatin silver print, 23.9 x 17.2, HMP
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Gábor Kerekes, unt. from the Hatter series, 1973 
gelatin silver print, 23.5 x 16.9, HMP
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Gábor Kerekes, unt. from the Outskirts series, 1975 
gelatin silver print, 24 x 36.8, HMP
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Gábor Kerekes, unt. from the Central Market Hall series, 1975 
gelatin silver print, 17.6 x 14.4, HMP
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Antal Jokesz, unt. from the Without a Score series, 1975
 gelatin silver print, 15.5 x 21.2, HMP
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Antal Jokesz, unt. from the Without a Score series, 1975
 gelatin silver print, 21.2 x 15.5, HMP
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Antal Jokesz, Silence of Pillows, 1975 
gelatin silver print, 17.6 x 24.4, HMP
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Antal Jokesz, Era, 1984 
gelatin silver print, 21 x 26, collection of the artist
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Preparations for Sign and Shadow, 1975
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in his second creative period László Haris (born 
1943) concentrated on conceptual art.  He produced 
relatively few works during this period, which ex-
tended from 1973 to 1979, mainly due to other com-
mitments. Aside from his engineering work, his five 
children were born between 1969 and 1979, he de-
signed and took images for the cover of the photog-
raphy magazine Nagyító between 1979 and 1980, 
and then secured a full-time job as a still photogra-
pher at the Pannónia Film studio, which he held 
from 1980 to 1990.
Haris is the type of artist who prefers to experiment 
in his mind rather than through process; his art-
works are founded on well-thought-out concepts 
and their technical execution is equally considered 
and precise. He produced four independent works 
(taking each series as one work) during these years 
and was involved in six joint actions and one action 
of his own. the works represent a vital stage in 
Haris’s oeuvre and also occupy a place in the history 
of conceptual art in Hungary.
of particular interest is that the photographs pro-
duced in these actions were not a means of document-
ing an event but instead were among the protago-
nists. Whatever the subject or trigger for an action, 
Haris always gave his opinion about a specific ques-
tion by also touching on a core issue of photography. 

seveN ACtioNs

the six actions that involved Haris, the sculptor 
sándor Csutoros, and the graphic artist József v. 
Molnár happened between december 1972 and 
May 1975. the painter and critic györgy szemadám 
wrote that part of the group’s aims were predicat-
ed on ‘...separation from the conservative and con-
formist commercial movements that were also of-
ficially accepted, as well as from the devalued fash-
ionable trends of the avant-garde. (...) the three 
artists are brought together by a humane, philo-
sophical identity and not some sort of common 
characteristic of style or form.’1

the main theme of these actions was freedom, or 
more precisely the lack of personal, artistic, social 
and political freedom. it was also important that the 
participants did not express themselves explicitly in 
the language of political symbols, and thus turn the 
events into direct political actions, but rather formu-
lated their opinions and thoughts in less straightfor-
ward and more abstract and  philosophical concepts 
and symbols. 

A central category of the actions became the sign, 
which was not precisely defined and not always ver-
bally definable.  Nevertheless, the sign ran through 
the entire series of actions as a recurring motif. the 
archetypal symbols and signs are attributable to 
this: the colors black, white and red; the contrast of 
light and shade, and the recurrent use of the concept 

of the Way. other important features of the actions 
were based on the conceptual dualities of appear-
ance and reality, life and art, the everyday and holi-
days, and the profane and the holy. the medium of 
black and white photography was well suited to ex-
press ing such dualities, as was the use of art to sanc-
tify and give higher meaning to life, which was por-
trayed as petty and bleak. the collaborating artists 
counted on the active participation of those who 
witnessed the actions. Although not physically in-
volved in the events, as occurs in happenings, at-
tendees were invited to meditate jointly.  occasion-
ally the participants’ thoughts about the event were 
subsequently published.2

Minutes
the first in the series of actions – in which Haris did 
not yet take part with his images – consisted of a few 
invited friends and acquaintances collectively 
hanging a work by József v. Molnár on the staircase 
of the apartment block where Mol nár lived. the 
work was called Sign by the artist and the partici-
pants, and the following ‘minutes’ were taken of the 
ceremonial event: ‘At 7 pm on december 21, 1972, 
we the undersigned hung in the communal corridor 

1 györgy szemadám, ‘utak és 
határok. Jegy zetek Haris Lász-
ló fotói hoz’, [Paths and Bound-
aries. Notes on László Haris’s 
Photographs], A Magyar Kép-
ző és Iparművé sze k Szövetsé
ge Tájékoztatója, 1980/1, p. 12.

2 & 1973: Lépcsőház akció.

ACtioN

Minutes action, 1972, photo by László Haris
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of the apartment block at 12 erkel street, Budapest, 
the first sign which is not linked in any way with a 
Commodity, or with defined or definable content, 
just as it was not linked many thousands of years 
ago, at the moment of its conception. the size of the 
sign’s panel: l m x l m; its material: pinewood + ve-
neer; colors: blue + violet red.’ the thirteen partici-
pants, including of course Haris, then signed the 
minutes.3 i used the word ‘holidays’ above deliber-
ately because the timing of the event was a few days 
before Christmas and the anthropomorphic nature 
of the sign could have well made the event sacred 
and symbolic for the participants.

Stairwell
the next action took place at the same location, 12 
erkel street in Budapest’s district iX, on May 26 
through 27, 1973. györgy szemadám, who was in-
vited to the event, wrote about the conceptual basis 
of the action as follows: ‘the “stairwell” action was 
a protest against the artist–exhibition–exhibition 
space–purchaser system that is becoming decadent 
and prostituting itself. (...) the viewers are not invit-
ed to an exhibition, but to see an undertaking whose 
aim is “visual organisation and reconstruction.”’4 

szemadám and the art historian ottó Mezei wrote 
detailed descriptions of the action and in particular 
the visual reconstruction of the stairwell space, the 
latter in two articles.5 However, what mainly inter-
ests us here is not the spatial design but the prob-
lems of photographic expression which Haris formu-
lated through the work he made for the action. 
Haris positioned two large and several smaller 
prints in the stairwell’s space. All of them were real-
ized on a scale of 1:1, i.e., life-size, and were posi-
tioned exactly at the place in the stairwell depicted 
in the images: the basement door, parts of the stair-
well’s walls, and the entrance leading to the attic. 
the prints had the dual function of substituting and 
hiding reality. the image of the entrance to the attic 
had a twist: the photo showed an open door and the 
stairs leading up, but the attic door was in fact 

closed. szemadám quite rightly writes, ‘in the final 
stage Haris in part crosses over to the magical use of 
photography, which virtually casts a spell by em-
ploying a photograph made as a misleading replica 
of reality.’6 there is another trait that characterizes 
these pictures: the dimension of time is brought into 
the present time of the action by showing images of 
the past captured in a photograph replicating the 
slice of reality. this also confronts the participants 
with the question of change and permanence.  
By taking the prints on a 1:1 scale and then affixing 
them to the subjects of the images in reality, Haris 
dealt with significant questions in photography and 
art. Can reality be discovered by capturing it in an 
image? Can art substitute reality? if it can’t, what’s 
the point of it? if it can, isn’t there something dodgy 
behind it all the same? or is this pointless anyway 
because art and the artwork, in the spiritual sense, 
are more real than ‘reality’ itself? one is the world of 
constantly changing phenomena and the other is the 
now immortalized essence. Haris does not provide 
specific answers to these questions, only demon-
strates in a provocative, almost didactic way, that his 
prints are designed to make the people participating 
in the action ponder on such issues. 
it ought to be remembered that the organizers of the 
action chose a location for the event that had already 
been declared a sacred place by putting the first sign 
there. the attention of the participants was also 
drawn to this fact by one of József v. Molnár’s works, 
which consisted of repetitions of the Hungarian word 
for sign. so szemadám’s summation does not over-
state the event: ‘it is not hard to recognise the trinity 
of the underworld, this world and the next world in 
the symbolism of the closed basement, the freely 
acces sible, spirally ascending staircase, and the only 
“hypothetically” open way leading to the attic.’7

Confrontation  
the date of the third action was scheduled for June 
22 to 23, 1973. this time the location was a sacred 
space per se: the chapel in Balatonboglár. the orig-
inal title of the action was Requiem for the Chapel, 
because  the three artists – Haris, Csutoros and 
Molnár – wished to create a memorial for what the 
exhibitions at the Chapel originally meant to them. 
Life, however, intervened brutally. A few days before 
the event was due to take place, sán dor Csutoros’s 
wife dr. Zsuzsa Markó was handed down a prison 
sentence at a sham trial.8 the news of the prison 
sentence swept aside the original plan. in this situa-
tion the action could only be about the tragedy that 
befell dr. Zsuzsa Markó and sándor Csutoros, who 
were at the mercy of the system and the police state. 
this is why the action was re-named Confrontation; 
this is why a positive and negative image of the ‘per’ 

3 & 1972: Jegyzőkönyv akció. 

4 szemadám, op.cit., p. 12.

5 ottó Mezei, ‘vizuális kí sérlet 
– tanulságokkal’ [visual ex- 
periment – With Lessons], 
Fotó művészet, 1973/4, pp. 
49–51, and ‘Három demonst-
ratív térszervezésről’ [on 
three demonstrative spatial 
Arrangements], Magyar Építő
művészet, 1974/5 p. 57.

6 szemadám, op.cit., p. 14.

7 Ibid, p. 15.

8 the crux of the chilling story 
is that years beforehand, in 
the town of gyöngyös where 
Csutoros’s wife was a neurol-
ogist, one of the nurses got 
very drunk at a party, and she 
was taken to the hospital for a 
stomach pump. As there was 
no other free bed, she was 
given a bed in the neurology 
department. on this pretext a 
sham trial was initiated against 
the hospital’s doctors, who 
were given very harsh sen-
tences. dr Markó, low on the 
list of defendants, received a 
year and a half in prison. she 
actually served eight months. 
László Haris, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2005.

Stairwell action, 1973, photo by László Haris
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symbol (/) was reproduced many times at the 
entrance;9 this is why the organizers called their 
actio n the creation of the ‘chapel as the judiciary.’10 
the temporal supreme court had rejected dr. Zsuzsa 
Markó’s appeal for the fourth time (!) so they turned 
to the supreme Judge. the situation affected Haris’s 
work as he originally intended to display his photo 
entitled Bird at the chapel. instead, he exhibited a 
pair of images of the inked thumbs of Csutoros and 
his wife, which were enlarged to a hundred times 
their actual size.  
this background information is essential to under-
standing Confrontation; the symbolism inherent to 
the action is incomprehensible without it. the 
action’s audience either knew or learned about 
what had happened and were apprised of the point 
of the event taking place at that venue. stripped of 
this context, Haris’s pair of images would lose their 
essence, the personal nature of their creation.
szemadám, too, came to the same conclusion when 
he said, ‘the visual appearance of the image is 
appealing, yet to anyone who does not know the 
stories of the individuals, which provide the clue to 
the crucial message of the photo, this will not be re-
vealed in its entirety.  For this reason, Confrontation 
cannot be considered one of Haris’s most typical, 
consistently mature works.’11 While in essence 
agreeing with this, it can be added that these images 
perfectly fulfilled their role in their place and func-
tion. the point of an action is not necessarily to cre-
ate works that will stand the test of time. 

Cage
the fourth action took place in september 1973, a 
few weeks after the chapel at Balatonboglár was 
forcibly closed by the police, and it dealt with pre-
cisely this event. its title was Hominoid Cage12 and a 
small group of ten to fifteen friends took part in it in 
the garden of the poet Mihály Balázsovics’s house on 
Csepel island, Budapest. the point of the action was 
how each participant interacted with a wooden cage 
that Balázsovics had built.
Haris decided to take a photo of it from above using 
a wide-angle lens. the title of the image is I Observe 
a Hominoid Cage from Above. this is a conscious use 
of camera syntax whereby the wide-angle lens 
makes the object in the photo seem considerably 
smaller and further away than the accustomed per-
spective of reality reproduced by a normal lens.  
the basic situation of the action leant itself to al-
legorical rather than symbolic expression. thus, 
although Haris’s image has a clear political and 
moral message, it lacks the complexity typical of 
his other works. Neither is there anything terribly 
special about it from a photographer’s viewpoint. 
Nonetheless, it is an important document of Haris’ s 

attitude in this cultural policy situation. it is in-
teresting to add that Csutoros’s concept was similar 
to Haris’s: he sat in the cage in the lotus position. 
Haris and his friends tried to confront the one-party 
state dictatorship allegedly founded on Marxist-
Leninist principles with the wise transcendence of 
eastern philosophy.   

Blow-Up 
the title of the fifth action – almost a continuation 
of the previous train of thought – was Way, a trans-
lation of Dao. it took place on November 24 and 25, 
1973, in a new corridor with a glass wall of Build-
ing e of Budapest’s university of technology. this 
action sought to redefine the specific space, and in 
particular, to examine the concepts of inside and 
outside. 
Haris, Csutoros, and Molnár, as always, expressed 
themselves in categories of eastern and Christian 
moral philosophy and symbols associated with them. 
Among other things, the invitation for the event 
read, ‘We are talking about the Way. About the un-
avoidable stations. About expressing the start of the 
Way. About sizing up. About realising anew where 
man really appears: about close up and even closer 
and about the fabric, about exploring disintegration, 
about freedom: at the visual appearance of the Way 
up to the streak of light, up to the difference which 
penetrates the glass wall.’13 the keyword of the se-
ries of actions ‘freedom’ also appeared here. the 
catalogue for the event stated that the common ac-
tions ‘were brought about by belief driven by the 
power of people wishing to act even under the pres-
sure of circumstances…’14

9 in Hungarian the word ‘per’ 
has a double meaning: it is 
used to express a ratio, which 
is represented by this symbol, 
the slash, and it means ‘trial.’

10 & 1973: szembesítés, 
Balatonboglár.

11 szemadám, op.cit., p. 16.

12 this was an allusion to the 
ideological slogan ‘sociaslism 
with a Human Face’.

13 * 1973: Út

14 & 1973: Út

László Haris, Confrontation, 1973/2003 
gelatin silver print, rC paper, 71.5 x 100, collection of demeter Balla
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Haris’s photo Bird appeared on the back of the invi-
tation and one of the props was the same black cloth 
that had been used at the action in Balatonboglár. 
there it had served as the color of mourning, while 
here it was the medium for absorbing Light, as József 
v. Molnár had set up two theater spotlights in the 
space. one was directed at the black cloth and the 
other at the glass wall of the exhibition area, allow-
ing the Light to break Free into the outdoors. the 
‘sizing up’ mentioned in the invitation referred to 
Csutoros’s work. this consisted of glass balls filled 
with water to different levels which were strung to-
gether. the balls thus functioned as lenses which 
showed an inverted, distorted image of ‘reality’ re-
duced in size on differing scales. 
Haris’s series of four prints entitled Blow-Up was 
displayed in the space so that the images together 
formed a lineal sequence with the scale becoming 
increasingly large.15 in the first image, a man in a 
coat stands in a neutral landscape. the second photo 
is an enlargement of the man, while the third takes 
the viewer closer still to the model’s face. the last is 
a l m x 1 m image of one of the man’s eyes, only on an 
exceptionally large scale – two thousand times the 
original negative! due to the enlargement, the image 
falls apart: the negative’s grains of silver are visible 
on the photographic paper and not the eye, ‘the mir-
ror of the soul.’
Haris intended to demonstrate just this. When inter-
viewed, he stated: ‘the simple mechanical method, 
simple mechanical work, leads to a dead end. (...) 
But this is an important dead end because if you 
don’t experience it you could believe the nonsense 
that the photograph captures reality.’16 
Haris’s Blow-Up series once again combines an epis-
temological and ontological problem with a syntac-
tic characteristic of photography: the enlargement 
has limitations independent of us and our will, thus 
the world cannot be discovered through it. the hero 
of Michelangelo Antonioni’s film Blow-Up confronts 
the same limitation – and obviously there, too, it is 
about philosophical and not merely technical issues. 
in my interview with Haris, he cited the scientific 
dimension of this: ‘Heisenberg’s uncertainty princi-
ple states that if you reduce things in size until they 
are extremely small, you reach a point where either 
the place or the speed of particles can be deter-
mined, but not both of them together.’17

in this case the ‘reduction’ is understood to be the 
l m x l m print of a microscopic detail of the original 
negative blown up to that size. From a technical as-
pect the series was made using 6 x 6 cm film. the 
first l m x l m print enlarged the detail about 16 
times. the second print of this size blew up the 
first enlargement 5 times. For the third print Haris 
took the original 6 x 6 cm negative into the engi-

neering plant where he used to work and new neg-
atives of the portions needed for the third and 
fourth images were made using a microscope. the 
image was then enlarged 5 times on both occa-
sions, which resulted in an enlargement of two 
thousand times: 16 x 5 x 5 x 5 = 2,000.
By posing problems of the medium, technology, 
ontolo gy, and epistemology, Haris’s Blow-Up series 
seemingly returns to where he started from, to scale- 
changing abstraction. in fact, he did not go around in 
a circle, but he explored the problem as if going 
along the front and back sides of a Moebius strip. 
the ‘same’ end product is therefore not in fact the 
same. to use Haris’s words: ‘there is a relationship 
between this and the details of paintings because it’s 
a similar thing, but in my view this relationship is 
that of opposites. so when i look at the paintings i 
feel that i encounter infinity and (...) try to show that 
it is possible to go in this direction. in this case, how-
ever, it is not possible to go further – at least me-
chanically –, but something must be added.’18

Sign and Shadow
After the Way, the creative trio did not collaborate in 
a joint action for one and a half years. one reason for 
this was that in 1974 Csutoros played the lead role 
in a film19 and had little time for anything else. so 
the next action did not take place until May 25, 1975, 
in a quarry near Budapest,20 where Haris took the 
images for his series Sign and Shadow.

15 see the plan published in 
the booklet.

16 László Haris, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

17 Ibid.

18 Ibid.

19 gábor Bódy’s American 
Torso.

20 Mozgó Világ, 1978/6, 
pp. 81–85. Preparations for Sign and Shadow, 1975
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the event lasted the entire day from sunrise to sun-
set. At dawn, in front of one wall of the quarry, Haris, 
Molnár, and Csutoros suspended the sign in the air, a 
1.2 x 4.8 m length of black canvas stretched on an 
aluminium frame. this was by no means an easy 
endeavor as a span of roughly a hundred metres had 
to be bridged with steel wire to ensure that the can-
vas would remain still. upon completion of this task, 
Haris, together with the other two, took a position 
with his camera on its stand at the ready and waited 
for the leading actor, the sun, which appeared 
around 5:30 am. this was when Haris took the first 
shot of the sign and its shadow, which fell on the al-
most vertical face of the quarry. More images were 
taken approximately every hour and a half after that 
from the fixed vantage point. the last shot was taken 
at about 5 pm.
in the meantime, a few friends arrived and they ate, 
drank, and chatted about what was going on there. 
this in fact was not the action as the literary and 
arts periodical Mozgó Világ styled it, but preparato-
ry work for an action that was held a couple of 
weeks later. the action proper, the sixth in the se-
ries, took place in the basement of the Lajos vajda 
Amateur Arts studio in szentendre with the involve-
ment of five new artists.21 the participants had the 
same aim as earlier.  the text of the invitation read, 
‘We undertake to form the specific space.’ Haris re-
called that although it turned into a relatively good 
exhibition, the action was not the same as the previ-
ous ones. this was exactly because it became an 
exhibition and not an action, and everyone, including 
the public, reacted to it in this way. times had 
changed. Neither was he entirely satisfied with his 
own images: in some the rock face of the quarry and 
the tiny shapes sketched by the changing shadows 
following the movement of the sun were too much in 
the foreground. What Haris wanted was for only the 
sign and the changing place and shape of the shad-
ow to be seen on the rock face. He later achieved this 
by taking a photo of the first enlargements, and 
adapting the tones of the sheet film through the 
choice of developer and other chemical processes so 
that the rock face appears in the images only in an 
indicative way.  
two weeks after shooting the Sign and Shadow 
series Haris worked on a project taking a series of 
images over a 24-hour period. this produced the 
piece entitled 5 June 1975, comprising 480 images, 
which will be examined in detail in my chapter on 
sequences. Although Sign and Shadow is a classic 
sequence as well, as it uses the same camera posi-
tion and framing with only the scene changing over 
the passage of time, the reason i consider it here is 
because the work is directly linked to previous 
actions and the sign itself is the same black canvas 

that was used in the Confrontation and the Way 
actions.
Haris takes the problem expressed in the Stairwell 
action a step further in terms of photographic gram-
mar or syntax, fully considering it from the opposite 

side. there the photograph solidified a state into an 
immobile artwork and its immutability made it 
stand out from the ‘reality’ of its constantly changing 
environment. Sign and Shadow, however, shows the 
unchanging, the changing, and the change itself at 
the same ontic level. in this way the unchanging sign 
is not uprooted from reality: it always exists; we 
only have to notice it. Haris expressed this in his 
very concise, Haiku-esque statement, which he 
worked on for three years until it took its final form: 
‘the sign, which is immobile, hangs over you. its 
shadow on the earth moves constantly from place to 
place from time to time. if you watch the shadow, 
you will learn something about the sign, but this 
knowledge must always be adapted. if you watch the 
sign, you will learn everything.’22

szemadám felt great empathy for this work by Haris, 
which is evident in his interpretation of it. As he 
states, the approach of observing the shadow sym-
bolizes the way of thinking of Western religious phi-
losophy and that of watching the sign is the eastern: 
‘Haris’s series of images is in fact a parable. More-

21 * 1975: vajda Lajos stúdió.

22 szemadám, op.cit., p. 17.

László Haris, unt. from the Sign and Shadow, 1–7 series, 1975/1996
 gelatin silver print, rC paper, 69 x 76, collection of the artist
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over, it is a parable that illustrates the possibility 
and interconnections of the two approaches simul-
taneously with the same simplicity that Japanese 
gardeners can describe the entire universe by posi-
tioning a few stones in raked gravel.’23

Vernissage
Haris’s seventh action happened in collaboration 
with the art historian László Beke on september 15, 
1979, at the opening of the second Sur et Non exhibi-
tion.24 Before the opening, Haris took a photograph 
of Beke reading his opening speech at the venue, and 
a technician made a tape recording of the reading.
on the day of the opening a life-size copy of the pho-
to described above was positioned in one corner of 
the exhibition area with a speaker behind it. Beke 
arrived at the opening wearing the same clothes as 
in the photograph, stood in front of his own picture 

while finding his papers, cleared his throat (this was 
the sign to the technician), and was about to read his 
speech when his image started to speak instead of 
him. He looked around a few times in a puzzled way, 
and then, seeing that he was not needed, he left the 
room. the image opened the exhibition.

in this witty, audiovisual performance gag Haris 
takes the ‘image replaces reality’ principle known 
from the Stairwell action further. From the view-
point of photographic expression, the novelty is only 
that here Haris tried to uncover the ‘news value’ of 
the event. As he said when interviewed: ‘Photos in 
the papers gave me the idea: photography takes over 
reality. What really happened is no longer interest-
ing. What is interesting is what appears in the paper, 
what is shown by a photo — and what happened is 
what the photo shows.’25

Vernissage, 1979, photographed by László Haris

23 szemadám, Ibid., p. 18.

24 * 1979: szürenon

25 László Haris, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.
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László Haris, I Observe a Hominoid Cage from Above, 1973 
gelatin silver print, 35 x 35, HMP
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Stairwell action (györgy szemadám), 1973, photo by László Haris 
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Stairwell action, 1973, photo by László Haris
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László Haris, Blow-Up, 1–2, 1973 
gelatin silver print, 100 x 100, HMP
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László Haris, Blow-Up, 3–4, 1973 
gelatin silver print, 100 x 100, HMP
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László Haris, unt. from the Sign and Shadow, 1–7 series, 1975/1996
 gelatin silver print, rC paper, each 69 x 76, collection of the artist
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László Haris, unt. from the Sign and Shadow, 1–7 series, 1975/1996
 gelatin silver print, rC paper, each 69 x 76, collection of the artist
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László Haris, 5 June 1975, detail, 1975
gelatin silver print on hardboard, each 6 x 9; tableau 135 x 182, HNg
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Image, series of images, sequence
instead of single images, neo-avant-garde artists 
liked to think in diptychs and triptychs, series of im-
ages and sequences. As a theoretical lead-in to this 
chapter, i wish to draw attention to two articles in 
the photography journal Fotóművészet because – al-
though this is not their subject – they point out the 
theoretical parallels and deeper causes of this phe-
nomenon.
using the works of the mathematics professors 
Árpád szabó and imre tóth, the science historian 
László vekerdi gives an excellent summary of the 
difference in approach that distinguishes classical 
greek and, based on this, renaissance and modern 
mathematical and philosophical thinking from each 
other in his paper The ‘One’ and the ‘Many.’1 From the 
point of view of the subject of this chapter, vekerdi’s 
statement with regard to image types corresponding 
to the two types of thinking (classical and modern) 
is of particular interest.
in the renaissance ‘every image is an individual de-
piction of space, the Macrocosm – a complete and 
closed whole: a Microcosm, thus even on walls 
crammed with images each image is a separate 
world in itself. (...) it does not desire or at most toler-
ates the other images alongside it.’ this then is the 
philosophy of ‘a single image.’ Modern thinking, 
however, recognized that metric space is not the 
only means of expressing spatial relations and, 
accord ingly, new image types were created: ‘First 
perspective disappeared from the images, then the 
self-organizing power of the image vanished; space 
disappeared from the images as well as the self-ex-
planatory wholeness of the image. viewers, whether 
they liked it or not, had to search for the code to un-
derstand the image themselves.’
vekerdi’s remark that structure has come to occupy 
the center of modern scientific, and the resultant 
artistic, thinking in which ‘elements that are in 
themselves meaningless gain their meaning from an 
operational rule or regulation’ is crucial to a better 
understanding of the works considered in this book. 
if this is applied to the diptychs, triptychs, series of 
images, sequences and matrices, it can be said that 
the operational rules of the structure reassess the 
meaning of each image element by itself, imparting a 
different meaning. the elements become symbols 
from mere visual traces. this is particularly useful to 
bear in mind with regard to ‘decoding’ the works of 
László Haris, Antal Jokesz, Péter tímár, László török, 
and János vető reviewed in this book.

gábor Bódy’s article Series, Repetition and Meaning2 
could serve as the basis for a string of other papers 
on the relationship between and the theoretical con-
siderations of the language of photography and 
cinematography. For now, i will only explore Bódy’s 
findings that are more closely linked to the subject 
focused upon herein.
Although Bódy does not use these Peircean catego-
ries, he expresses precisely the ‘index’ when he says, 
‘A photograph does something absurd by stopping 
and capturing time. its magical attraction, its mysti-
cism, lies in the impossible statement that the world 
looked like this in x moment. so far no other form of 
expression has been able to create this magic.’ When 
i talk about photography’s ‘essentially representa-
tional function’ – more specifically that experimen-
tal photography questions this essential function – 
i am basically thinking of this.
Naturally, Bódy does not stop with the cited state-
ment, ‘A ten-minute film could be made of the mo-
ment a photo gives an impression of. (...) And here 
the platitude that a film is in fact a series of photos is 
reversed (...) – a photograph is a series of photos or, 
you could say, a photograph is a series of films!’
Following this logic, the conventional photo can be 
seen as the resultant of vectors or the distillation of 
temporal changes into a single image typifying a 
process in which, based on earlier experiences and 
already seen images, we can see the process before 
and after (and their images as well). essentially this 
is the image capturing the scene in the ‘decisive mo-
ment’ made famous by Henri Cartier-Bresson.
trivially, a series of images differs from a single one 
in that more images relate a story, visualize a train of 
thought, recall a feeling, etc. with more space-time 
slices. More can even mean just two or three; it is 
not the number that matters, but that the individual 
images go beyond themselves and interpret one an-
other. in a series of images, the viewpoint of the 
camera, and thus of the receiver, constantly changes, 
showing different characteristic details and events 
from different directions, expressed in a condensed 
image. often the story related does not consist of 
still images of a single event but is described in 
images taken at the ‘best moment.’ 
A sequence is a special series of images: it is the 
visualization of vectors determining the process as 
independent images instead of the image of their 
resultant. While registering the change, the cam-
era position and viewpoint of the images does not 
change, unlike in ordinary series of images. the 

1 László vekerdi, ‘Az „egy” és 
a „sok”’ [the ‘one’ and the 
‘Many’], Fotóművészet, 1972/1, 
pp. 16–21. Citations: pp. 
19–20.

2 gábor Bódy, ‘sor, ismét lés, 
jelentés’ [series, repetition 
and Meaning], Fotóművészet, 
1977/4, pp. 18–25. Citation: 
p. 24. 
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sequence shows the time process in relation to these 
fixed spatial coordinates. in this way the sequence 
builds on the dialectic of the permanence of the 
whole image and changes in its individual elements, 
and the visual, logical, and psychological contradic-
tions of the ‘same’ yet nevertheless ‘different.’

Linear sequences and matrices
in the following, two sorts of sequences are differ-
entiated: linear sequences and matrices. the linear 
sequence shows a change as a series of phases. in 
the matrix the change itself is the essential ele-
ment, irrespective of the passage of time. Here the 
phases do not form a series but are arranged as a 
web. Both sequence types try to simulate and stim-
ulate the dynamics of human perception and mem-
ory through a system of still images.
Masses of different types of sequence could be list-
ed, indeed as many as there are sequences, plus 
those you can imagine. For example, the art histo-
rian László Beke in his article Avant-Garde Se-
quences3 attempted to describe a sequence typol-
ogy in 11 points and many subdivisions, while he 
refers to one author who lists 17 types and another 
who distinguishes 70 variants within a single class. 
i see little point in this. i believe that differentiat-
ing between the two basic types, linearly arranged 
sequences and matrices, is sufficient to interpret 
the works.
Beke’s paper was very important in its own time as 
it made the Hungarian public familiar with se-
quence-based works by contemporary Western 
and Hungarian avant-garde artists. i recommend 
such works by Jan dibbets, Klaus rinke, William 
Wegman, and John Hilliard among others which ei-
ther had an impact on the Hungarian artists fea-
tured in this book or are good examples of parallel 
thinking. 

LiNeAr seQueNCes 

the sequence Wave (1978) by Attila Pácser (born 
1953) is in fact a visual joke where ‘reality’ destroys 
the image being made of it. A similar thought lies be-
hind the sequence Skating on Glass (1976) by gábor 
Attalai (1934–2011): art sometimes goes hand in 
hand with destruction. Another example about art 
by the same artist is Still Life Eating (1976), express-
ing that this traditional genre is an old chestnut. the 
1976 work I Passed Over to the Other Side by Péter 
tímár (born 1948) is likewise an illustration of ab-
surd irony, showing what happens when you decide 
not to mince words about a still life but to actually 
mince a still life. A pool of blood gradually fills the 
entirely calm floral still life and in the last image the 
red of the spilt blood and the yellow of the petals 
change places. An aesthetic is born from suffering.
A special case of the linear sequence is when the im-
ages depicting the phases of a time process are not 
shown in a line for printing or exhibiting reasons, 
but are arranged on a tableau. the images thus have 
an order, or rather the ‘story’ has a beginning and an 
end. it is precisely this which distinguishes tableaux 
from the matrices discussed below, which demand 
or allow a more complex reading of the images.
An example of such a tableau is the simple tale told 
by Story (1979) by gábor Kerekes (1945–2014) 
with a twist – only it is impossible to know what the 
story is, that is to say we don’t know what the old 
man was telling Kerekes while he was taking the 
images. All we can see is exaggerated gesticulations 
and body language that are reminiscent of silent 
movie actors. the whole thing amounts to a brilliant 
visual sketch. 
the diptych Moment (1979/1983) by András Balla 
(born 1945) is also based on the logic of the sequen ce 
as the two images taken at the same place are inter-
preted by the viewer, due to our conditioning, as a 
railway tragedy. the title and the entire work ridi-
cules the ‘captured moment,’ which is considered the 
main virtue in press and documentary photography. 
Balla’s triptych Change of Meaning (1976) likewise 
exploits – or rather questions – our conditioned re-
sponse to photographic expression. the work is a 
fake sequence as all three prints are made from the 

 Attila Pácser, Wave, 1978, gelatin silver print, 23 x 94, collection of the artist

3 László Beke, ‘Avangard 
szekvenciák’ [Avant-garde 
sequences], Fotóművészet, 
1977/1, pp. 37–42.
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same negative, but with different exposure times. 
yet we interpret them as if the first were taken in 
blinding noon sunlight, the second in the afternoon, 
and the third at dusk. Balla, a landscape engineer, 
conceived the triptych from the experience of visiting 
a deserted forest building once frequented by lum-
berjacks and the entirely different mood and visual 
impression of the place at dawn, noon and dusk.4 
Balla expressed this experience through a study in 
the language of photography, in printmaking syntax.  

LÁSZLÓ HARIS 

5 June 1975
the most mature work in the art form of the se-
quence in Hungarian photography – and of the oeu-
vre of László Haris (born 1943) to date – bears the 
prosaic title 5 June 1975. the choice of title ideally 
suits the subject of the piece and the circumstances 
of its making. Haris published these together with 
the concept and technical details in an accompany-
ing text5 the first time it was shown to the public. 
this explains that the idea came from an Andy War-
hol film, but Haris reversed it. While Warhol showed 
what happened in a day in a 24-hour film6, Haris 
condensed it into one scene.
An important component of Haris’s concept was to 
take images of a well-frequented square in Budapest 
that was relatively ‘neutral’ from touristic and his-
toric aspects because he ‘didn’t want to reckon with 
any unnecessary overtone.’7 After searching for a 
while, he plumped for Mázsa square in district X, 
which has a market, as the ideal location. A friend’s 
flat had an excellent view of the area from the win-
dow. on a usual weekday there was quite a lot of 
coming and going, pedestrians heading for and re-
turning from the market or the No. 13 tram stop, 
and there was quite heavy traffic on Bihari street, 
which crossed the square. Haris rightly hoped that 
the images would be varied. 
the images were taken there on a weekday, thurs-
day, on the date given in the title.8 Haris chose the 
viewpoint the day before and took with him twenty-
four rolls of film. He fixed the camera on a stand and 
took the first shot at 00:03 on June 5, 1975 and con-
tinued shooting at 3-minute intervals until 24:00. 
this meant that he took 20 shots an hour and a total 

of 480 photographs. the choice of the 3-minute in-
terval was good not only because a relatively high 
number of images could be produced but also be-
cause it allowed time to change the film after each 
hour between shots.
An important part of the concept was that ‘the cam-
era, a yashica electro 35, automatically exposed for 
the right time between 1/500 and 30 seconds for the 
aperture setting.’ Haris could bank on two things 
due to this technical feature: the exposure of each 
frame of the film would be consistent except for 
those taken in the dark, i.e. at night, dawn and late 
evening, because 30 seconds were not enough for 
the exposure at such times. in these conditions only 
permanent or moving light sources would leave any 
trace, but the images themselves would be dark. 
this was important as Haris, following the sequence 
principle, not only regarded the camera’s viewpoint 
as a permanent factor but also processing the photo-
graphs: ‘i enlarged the identically developed films to 
6 x 9 cm using the same exposure time and then i 
arranged them in the original order on a tableau in a 
block with 24 rows and 20 columns.’
the result was a sequential matrix which could be 
read in two ways: by linear reading that is typical of 
alphabetic script in european culture and by inter-
preting the whole tableau as a single image. For 
Haris the latter was at least equally important if not 
more so than following the time order. this is dem-
onstrated by the fact that he took an image of the 
completed tableau and made two 50 x 60 cm en-
largements of it, one in focus, which was in fact a 
simple reproduction of it, and one out of focus. in 
the unsharp print, the details cannot be seen but a 
visual element popped out of the complete tableau, 
which nobody could have suspected. the small im-
ages in the center of the tableau form an X shape: 
this was the unexpected gift of this day. Haris 
showed these two prints as a diptych at the Expo-
sure exhibition.9

the painter and critic györgy szemadám – following 
András Bán’s article’s helpful suggestions for inter-
pretation, which i made use of above as well – gives 
a beautiful and intellectually profound interpreta-
tion of the work: ‘the inhuman environment is mov-
ingly assigned to the cosmic and the rhythm of days 
and nights evident in the whole of the work.’

4 András Balla, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006.

5 András Bán, ‘A nézőpont’ 
[viewpoint], Fotóművészet, 
1976/3, p. 40. the Haris ci ta -
tions below are from here.

6 Haris was probably thinking 
of **** (Four stars) by Andy 
Warhol, which he had only 
heard about. Cf Andy Warhol 
Filmography: www.
warholstars.org/ filmch/
filmchro.html.

7 For this and further refer-
ences, see László Haris, inter-
viewed by sándor szilágyi, 
2006, as well as the mention-
ed text.

8 http://vpcalendar.net/4_
Columns/Calendar_3.html.

9 & 1976: expozíció, p. [25.] 
sze madám erroneously men-
tioned the second tableau as a 
plan. Cf szemadám, ‘utak és 
határok’ [Paths and Bounda-
ries], A Magyar Képző és Ipar
művé szek Szövetsége Tájékoz-
tatója, 1980/1, p. 20.

Gábor Attalai, Skating on Glass, 1976, gelatin silver print, each 25 x 37.6, collection of the artist
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Automatic?
it is worth returning for a moment to the camera 
that was used to take the images because the word 
‘automatic’ may give rise to a misunderstanding. 
szemadám writes, ‘the yashica electro 35 took a shot 
automatically every three minutes (using the right 
exposure time for the lighting).’10 László Beke put it 
this way: ‘László Haris’s automatic camera took a 
photo of the tram stop every 3 minutes for 24 hours.’11

these statements are misleading in that it was not 
the camera but Haris who took the images of the 
tram stop and its surroundings every three minutes. 
the aperture opening was pre-set and the camera 
automatically adjusted the exposure time, that is the 
length of the exposure, but Haris determined the 
timing of the exposure, in other words he looked at 
his watch and pressed the button on the shutter re-
lease cable every three minutes. this is not splitting 
hairs, but being accurate about how the work was 
created because it does make a difference whether 
images are taken by a person or an automaton even 
if in this case Haris functioned as a quasi-automaton.
Haris said in interview12 that a Western photogra-
pher would in all probability have bought a camera 
for the project which could hold a 30-metre-long 
cinema film and had a timing mechanism that could 
expose one frame every three minutes. He stated, 
‘i had no option to do this. so i sat through this day 
from the start and took 480 shots, one every three 
minutes. Friends came and we chatted, ate and 
drank wine. so i had a nice time and i didn’t regret 
spending the time like this at all because those con-
versations were important. i think i got more out of 
it than a Western super photographer would have 
using space camera.’  

JÁNOS VETŐ 

thinking in sequences defined the first creative pe-
riod of János vető (born 1953) in the early 1970s.13 
it is interesting how natural vető’s images seem.  
there is no sense of conceptual contrivance. obvi-
ously this made and continues to make his work 
popular not just among professional, avant-garde 
circles, but also with the lay public.
At first sight, his series entitled Egg (Onanism) 
(1973) is a visual joke that relates in six images the 
process of an egg unable to contain its internal en-
ergy ejecting itself. At least the title implies that 
there is no external intervention, although obvi-
ously the artist had to intervene in the process to 
make the images. if, however, we read the half of 
the title in parentheses in conjunction with this 
technical detail, the series of images is given a 
deeper meaning, in other words the interplay of 
the creative process and masturbation. 

the four-image sequence Jump (circa 1973) raises 
a similar problem of photographic expression to 
Balla’s diptych Moment. if the series is read ‘literal-
ly,’ we see a suicide recorded in it – and there is 
nothing in the pictures to indicate that this didn’t 
happen, ignoring perhaps that there is no blood in 
the last image. However, reading the series from 
the end backwards gives a different dimension: a 
real body had to be inserted in the shadow play, 
which reinterprets the third image. in reality the 
figure jumps up and not down, and it is due to the con-
ventions of reading three-dimensional reality in 
two dimensional photographs that we see and 
interpret this differently. 
Moreover, the series could end with this third image 
or vető could have solved the fourth image by show-
ing only the shadow by some technical trick, but this 
would be a different work. in any event, these tech-
nical opportunities are concealed in the image and 
examine questions of the medium related to the cor-
respondence of ‘reality’ and the reality of photographs 
on the pretext of a seemingly simple visual gag.

Undressing
Declothing (1974) shows in nine images one of 
János vető’s favourite models, Marietta Mé hes 
(MM), gradually removing a black cloth to fully re-
veal her naked body. Apart from the model’s beauty, 
the ungainliness of the series, and the amateurism of 
the photo grapher and the model impart genuine 
interest and exciting charm, raising the action above 
simple peeping. throughout the sequence the model 
instinctively keeps her thighs together, protecting 
her modesty, like someone who is unused to such 
situations. the photographer, however, who had 
followed the rising cloth with his camera, realizes in 
the eighth frame that he had misjudged the distance 
as he ought to have held the camera higher for the 
model’s head to be in view, so her feet had to be 
cropped. it is impossible to say whether this was 
gen uine or feigned amateurism, but that does not 
matter as the series of images perfectly reflects 
the ambivalence of the whole situation. A profes-
sional version would be vacuous and meaningless 
voyeurism.
MM Comes In (1974) is no more or less than the title 
suggests. But is ‘come in’ the right phrase? rather 
she makes an entrance and saunters through. i do 
not wish to hammer home the point, but it is once 
again accepted amateurism which makes the series 
of images special. First, the location itself is an 
apartment undergoing renovation. second, the last 
image is botched with MM half out of view, not to 
mention that her body is overexposed. third, the cat 
simply strolls into the story in the third image and 
from then on assumes at least an equal role with, if 

10 szemadám, op.cit., p. 18.

11 Beke, op.cit., p. 39.

12 László Haris, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006.

13 For the way in which he 
began and his relations with 
the band Kex, see the chapter 
Portrait Concepts.

János vető, 1974, 
photo by tibor Zátonyi
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not a greater role than, the naked woman. in the last 
shot the cat is certainly the main character. What did 
roland Barthes write? ‘A photograph’s punctum is 
that accident which pricks me.’14

MAtriCes

PÉTER TÍMÁR 

As we have already seen, a sequence arranged in a 
matrix, where many small details create a large 
unit, was a favored form with artists using photog-
raphy. Photo series compiled as a matrix are typi-
cal of some of the works of Péter tímár (born 1948) 
from the mid 1970s, which are discussed here and 
in the next chapter. 
tímár read architecture at Budapest’s university 
of technology, graduating in 1972. He was active in 
the university’s photography club, where he made 
experimental images with photographer györgy 
Jankovszky. For seven years after completing his 
university studies tímár worked at the design 
development and type design institute. in 1979 he 
had to work on designs which were suitable for 
computer design and thus for producing variations 
with relatively few parts. 
As a photo artist he had made works using a similar 
logic a few years beforehand, viewing his images as 
constituent parts, creating his works by different 
manipulations of these and by putting them in order. 
He told me in interview that he used to go to the 
Photo section of the young Artists’ Club: ‘i was 
quite unusual among the photographers there 
because of the things that i did. Not many people 
there would do the same.’15 

Repetitive photography
i have dubbed tímár’s photos discussed below and 
in the following chapter repetitive photography be-
cause in their structure – similarly to repetitive 
music – stress is laid on the monotonous repetition 
of certain visual elements and then an unexpected 
break in the artificial logical or visual sequence.
the sequence entitled Pain Matrix (1975) relates 
the story of the burning of a doll in twenty imag-
es.16 At first glance the series appears to be permu-
tations of three or four images, but closer examina-
tion reveals that only the intact doll is repeated 
and all the others are different. tímár does not ar-
range the images chronologically and also avoids a 
trivial interpretation by not placing the intact doll 
at either the beginning or the end. As the differences 
between the photos are minimal, the viewer’s eye 
constantly flicks across the tableau to decide whether 
one image is the same as another or not. With such 

a fine device tímár creates the overall effect that 
the viewer really ponders on the doll’s terrible 
pain, which, of course, is a paradox. in Western cul-
ture burning people are involuntarily associated 
with, or at least recall, the horrors of the Holocaust. 
in eastern culture it is associated with self-immo-
lation. However, the title of the work precludes the 
latter and allows the former – almost irrespective 
of the artist’s original intention. 
Attempt to Destroy an Image (1975) makes a similar 
statement and is likewise a matrix consisting of 
twenty images.17 the first impression is that differ-
ent phases of the burning of two prints are shown. 
Further scrutiny shows that there is more to it. 
tímár not only positions the images next to each 
other but in some places on top of one another to 
provide contrast in this way as well. After all, it is 
about an eternal theme.  Which is your true face? 
the laughing or the serious?  
in addition, it is also about black magic because 
burning someone’s portrait is very brutal. this is 
only softened somewhat by the title of the matrix 
and the ‘flaming halo’ in the last image, suggesting 
that the destruction of the image was only an at-
tempt, which did not succeed. A photograph can be 
destroyed but not the image. An object is destruc-
tible; the personality and the memory are not. i do 
not suggest that this is the only way to read this 
complex sequence of images, but it is probably not 
far removed from its author’s intention. 

KÁROLY KISMÁNYOKY 

A particularly beautiful piece among the series 
Burning (1974–76) by Károly Kismányoky (born 
1943) is Coat, which is also based on an unexpected 
visual element. A bottle of petrol suddenly appears 
behind a coat, which is shown at different stages of 
being burned. A closer parallel aside from the 
tímár images just examined is a statue that ap-
pears from a burning dustbin before our very eyes 
in the 1979 film Little Valentino by András Jeles and 
sándor Kardos.18 Burning to death, resurrection, 
Jan Palach – from here on it is free association. it is 
both unnecessary and impossible to cast in words 
such purely visual experiences.

14 roland Barthes, Camera 
Lucida. Available from http://
monoskop.org/images/c/c5/
Barthes_roland_Camera_
Lucida_reflections_on_
Photography.pdf.

15 Péter tímár, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006. 

16 often, due to lack of space, 
it was published in a cut down 
form.

17 this, too, was usually pub-
lished in a reduced way.

18 original title: A kis Valentino.

Péter tímár, c. 1975



104

András Balla, Change of Meaning, 1–3, 1976
gelatin silver print, 24 x 23.8; 24 x 23.8; 23.8 x 23.2, HMP
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András Balla, Moment, 1979/1983
gelatin silver print, 39,7 x 30; image: 37 x 17.5, HMP
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László Haris, 5 June 1975, (II), 1975
gelatin silver print, rC paper, 44.5 x 60, sárospatak galéria
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László Haris, 5 June 1975, 1975
gelatin silver print on hardboard, each 6 x 9; tableau 135 x 182, HNg
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László Haris, 5 June 1975, detail, 1975
gelatin silver print on hardboard, each 6 x 9; tableau 135 x 182, HNg
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László Haris, 5 June 1975, detail, 1975
gelatin silver print on hardboard, each 6 x 9; tableau 135 x 182, HNg
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Gábor Attalai, Still Life Eating, 1976
gelatin silver print, each 21 x 28.3, collection of the artist
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Péter Tímár, I Passed Over to the Other Side, 1976
gelatin silver print, painted, each 27.4 x 23.4, HMP
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Gábor Kerekes, Story, 1979
gelatin silver print, each 10.3 x 15.3, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Jump, c. 1973
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Egg (Onanism), 1973
Negatives, 36 x 24 mm, collection of the artist
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János vető: Nude Ascending a Staircase, 1973
Negtaives, 36 x 24 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Declothing, 1974
Negatives, 36 x 24 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, MM Comes In, 1974
Negatives, 36 x 24 mm, collection of the artist
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Péter Tímár, Pain Matrix, 1975
gelatin silver print, each 9 x 14; tableau 47 x 57, collection of the artist
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Péter Tímár, Attempt to Destroy the Image, 1975
gelatin silver print, each 9 x 14; tableau 47 x 57, collection of the artist
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Károly Kismányoky, Hat, from the Burning series, c. 1974–76
gelatin silver print on card, each 23 x 24.5, tableau 92 x 120, vintage galéria
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Károly Kismányoky, Coat, from the Burning series, c. 1974–76
gelatin silver print on card, each 23 x 23; tableau 70 x 92, Paks galéria
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Péter Tímár, unt. from the How to Use the Photograph series, 1978
gelatin silver print, each 7.3 x 9.1; tableau 30 x 20, collection of the artist
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the visual devices described in the previous chapter 
were also used to make matrices with more compli-
cated structures, which i call spatial constructions 
based on their characteristics. From the viewpoint 
of photographic expression, there is one major theo-
retical difference between a matrix and a spatial 
construction. in a visual sense, a matrix comprises 
independent images, the meaning arising from in-
terpreting the relationships and differences between 
the small images. With spatial constructions, how-
ever, neither the small images in themselves nor 
their relationship to each other is overly interesting. 
What matters is the extent to which they help to 
evoke the intention of the large image, which has 
been assembled from the smaller images, as well as 
the visual and logical tensions that arise between 
the parts and the whole of the image. thus with ma-
trices the role of the small images is equal, being 
variational, permutational, chronological, and logi-
cal, while in spatial constructions the small images 
are also structural. 
spatial constructions are based on the same recep-
tive response as montages.  our minds try to under-
stand and give homogeneity to the visual elements 
positioned within the picture as representative of a 
real visual experience. in a montage the emotional 
and intellectual bases – and the visual experience – 
are created by the combination of unusual elements 
within the composition, and the tension arising from 
the juxtaposition or divergent contexts of the im-
ages. in a spatial construction the reverse is true: the 
parts are in place, yet they do not quite fit together.  
the spatial construction is a medium-based genre 
that critically examines our response to photogra-
phy as a medium. What can a medium make us 
believe? 
 

PÉTER TÍMÁR

due in part to its simplicity, a good example of this 
form of image is the tableau Approaching Someone, 
Going Away From Someone (1976) by Péter tímár 
(born 1948), which was made using four photos 
placed in a grid. tímár rotated the top and bottom 
rows of images around a vertical axis in a way that 
made the footpath stretching into the distance sug-
gest a shape that comes back on itself. this exudes 
– at least for me – something erotic, just as the girl’s 
free-flowing hair, the dress enhanced with yellow 
paint,1 and the parted lips all have an erotic effect. 

What is more interesting from the aspect of the sub-
ject in question is that through the artist’s emphatic 
interventions of rotating and tinting the photos, 
tímár endowed the story with an imaginary, lyrical 
dimension. He lifted the shots from their prosaic ‘lit-
eral’ camera syntax so that the overall effect of the 
final image makes imagining the prosaic ‘reality’ al-
most impossible. 

How to use the photograph
in his series How to Use the Photograph (1978)2 
tímár in essence examines the problem of how an 
image with imaginary spaces, yet a realistic effect, 
can be assembled by manipulating   the smaller de-
tails of the photographs. the series consists of al-
most pure experiments with forms that produce fas-
cinating visual impressions without the works hav-
ing special ‘stories’ or content. When interviewed 
about this method, tímár commented, ‘My exhibi-
tion in the Helikon galéria3 was actually about ran-
domly rotating, reversing and reproducing images 
and details of images. i gave up experimenting with 
these at that point because i thought that anyone 
can produce these whenever they want.’4 
the seriousness of tímár’s ideas and his sophisti-
cated use of photographic language belie the out-
ward simplicity of the series. When we look at the 
individual components they can be arranged from 
the aspect of the complexity of the artistic inter-

1 sadly this effect was lost in 
the contemporary black and 
white reproductions.

2 the title of the series was 
changed to ‘How to Photo-
graph’ in the catalogue of the 
1989 Different Image exhibi-
tion (‘Más-Kép’ in Hungarian), 
thus adulterating the artist’s 
intention. & 1989: Más Kép. 
p. 63. 

3 * 1980: tímár Helikon ga-
léria.

4 Péter tímár, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006.

sPAtiAL CoNstruCtioNs

Péter Tímár, unt. from the How to Use the Photograph series, 1978
gelatin silver print, 16.8 x 21.7, HMP
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vention required to create the final image, which 
does not affect the basic concept itself. Neither 
does it imply some ‘development’ of his artistic ca-
reer; the sequencing is not necessarily even in 
chronological order.
the simplest case is when tímár assembles a matrix 
with 16 images by mirroring, on a vertical or on a 
vertical and horizontal axis, a real view comprised of 
many images of details. the overall effect is alien ex-
actly because of its regularity, yet creates a realistic 
experience of space, or more precisely imitates a 
regular planar portrayal of the realistic experience 
of space. Here the architect tímár clearly contrasts 
the organic forms of nature with the human intent 
to form spaces using artificial, mathematical/geo-
metrical rules. 
the compositional principle of a ‘disruptive’ element 
breaking the regular repetitive order appears in 
tímár’s more complex images. the disruptive ele-

ment is often a human figure. Positioned at a care-
fully chosen point in the matrix, the figure not only 
gives the final image its rhythm, but, as the regu-
larity is disrupted, it also brings us closer to the 
‘naturalness’ of the whole composition. to the best 
of my knowledge, among the works based on this 
sort of logical principle, this solution is unique and 
flies in the face of our expectations by using external 
elements. 
As will be discussed below, some of imre Bak’s 
paintings and conceptual photos also examine reflec-
tion and mirroring.5 one other parallel from the 
field of photography is the work based on reflection 
by the yugoslav srečo dragan comprised of four 
(2 times 2) images, which is featured in the book 
aktuelle kunst in osteuropa.6 tí már believes that he 
had no knowledge of either dragan’s or Bak’s works 
when he made his logically similar  images.7 

5 see the chapter Artists Using 
Photography.

6 Klaus groh (ed.), aktuelle 
kunst in osteuropa, verlag M. 
dumont schauberg, Cologne, 
1972 (n.p.)

7 Péter tímár, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006.

Péter Tímár, Approaching Someone, Going Away From Someone, 1976
gelatin silver print, painted, 28 x 38.2, HMP
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Péter Tímár, unt. from the How to Use the Photograph series, 1978
gelatin silver print, each 7.3 x 9.1; tableau 30 x 40, collection of the artist
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Péter Tímár, unt. from the How to Use the Photograph series, 1978
gelatin silver print, each 7.3 x 9.1; tableau 30 x 40, collection of the artist
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Péter Tímár, unt. from the How to Use the Photograph series, 1978
gelatin silver print, each 7.3 x 9.1; tableau 30 x 40, collection of the artist
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Gábor Kerekes, May Day, 1984
gelatin silver print, 18 x 24.2, HMP
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there is a specific genre of progressive Hungarian 
photography that came into being in the neo-avant-
garde era which i call urban visions. these works 
were not made for documentarian purposes, but 
were the visual representations of a search for iden-
tity together with self-portraiture. the creative no-
tions that are usually built on a strong conceptual 
core do not simply probe the questions ‘Who am i?’ 
and ‘Where am i living?’ but address more profound 
philosophical issues that have their own critical im-
plications for culture, in some cases referring to the 
social system. More important, from the aspect of 
neo-avant-garde photography, is that the concepts 
of urban visions also examine problems of photo-
graphy as a medium, and as such they are thus the 
impressions of a search for identity, the evolution of 
the artists’ own photographic language.

GÁBOR KEREKES

Studio
in the genre of urban visions – indeed in creative 
Hungarian photography in the period under consid-
eration – the work of gábor Kerekes (1945–2014) in 
the years between 1977 and 1984  is among the 
strongest material produced. Nineteen seventy-sev-
en saw a turning point both in Kerekes’s style and in 
the external circumstances of his career. From its 
inception, the organizers of the studio of young 
Photographers counted on Kerekes,1 and he took his 
work in the studio very seriously. An obvious factor 
in this was that for him the studio represented a ma-
jor step forward through the opportunities for per-
sonal intellectual advancement compared to his pre-
vious job as a waiter and then various positions as a 
photo lab technician, or even to the occasional con-
versations at the Budapest Photography Club and 
the Photography section of the young Artists’ Club. 
Kerekes did his best to exploit the opportunities of-
fered by the studio’s system of financial support for 
young photographers based on project proposals or 
‘synopsis works’ as they were called. in 1977, 1978, 
and 1982 Kerekes’s synopsis works won the approv-
al of the studio. As a result, he made 120 images.2 He 
also received letters supporting his endeavors that 
enabled him to photograph subjects that were de-
nied ordinary photographers.3 in 1978, with the 
backing of the studio, he applied to become a stu-
dent at the Marxism-Leninism evening university, 
which in the end he did not attend.4 Later he tried to 
reciprocate the support he received from the studio. 

From 1980 he was a member of the studio’s board 
and from 1986 its artistic director,5 and in this latter 
capacity he devised a detailed educational program.6 
Kerekes was nominated by the Association of Hun-
garian Photo Artists and was awarded the ‘For so-
cialist Culture’ Prize in 1983 and the Béla Balázs 
Prize in 1990. 

City in timeless space
in an interview in 1994 Kerekes said the following 
about his work which now concerns us: ‘i was inter-
ested in the City with a capital “C,” a timeless place 
that might have existed ten thousand years ago or 
might exist in ten thousand years’ time. still existing 
or gone, but there are no people in it; i am not in it, 
only the City stands in timeless space.’7 in this proj-
ect he made works with a powerful graphic influ-
ence about Budapest’s factories, industrial facilities 
and houses one after another. there is not a soul in 
his images. it is in fact as if he had recorded the ar-
chaeological monuments of a vanished civilization.
these photographs could be described as bizarre, 
alien, surreal, and antique, yet at the same time 
hyper-real and for us inhabitants very familiar. 
Kerekes achieved this compound duality by using a 
special type of film originally intended for copying 
movie films, and basing the visual grammar of the 
images on the camera syntax of this film: ‘i worked 
as a semi-skilled technician at the steel research 
institute, where we produced [black and white] 
slides by contact exposure of negatives on orWo 
PF-2 motion picture film. i wondered, “What if i use 
this low-sensitivity film in a camera and take shots 
directly onto it?” Well, this film turned out to have 
an incredibly beautiful expressiveness, its own in-
dividual expressiveness. it lacked an anti-halation 
layer8 and so the whole thing blurs in a dream-like 
manner where the black and white meet.’9 
it should be added that because of the film’s low-
light sensitivity it is needle-sharp and its chemical 
composition is far more sensitive to the spectral 
blue and uv range than the other colors, and in con-
sequence of this, the sky ‘burns in’ in the negative 
and will be ‘chalky’ white and lacking all detail in the 
print. thus from the aspect of camera syntax it be-
haves like the glass negatives of the nineteenth-cen-
tury wet collodion process, hence the antique feel of 
the pictures. Kerekes also manipulated the images 
during enlargement to heighten the graphic effect.
the result depicted in the images is an austere, inhu-
man world which is nevertheless familiar to us: ex-

1 Cd: stúdió/Fiatalok stúdiója 
1976–77: documents nos 
22–24.

2 Cd: stúdió/szinopszislista: 
items nos 7, 17 and 88.

3 Cd: stúdió/Fiatalok stúdiója 
1976–77: documents no. 67; 
1977–78: nos 15, 45–46, 
48–50, 56–57.

4 stúdió/Fiatalok stúdiója 
1977–78: 24; gábor Kerekes, 
interviewed by sándor szilá-
gyi, 2005.

5 He resigned from this post 
in November 1990.

6 Cd: stúdió/1986 oktatás 
Kerekes.

7 sándor szilágyi, ‘város az 
időtlen térben’ [City in time-
less space], Népszabadság, 29 
November 1994, Budapest 
supplement.

8 A halo is created on the film 
when excess light from silver 
particles is reflected onto 
neighboring silver particles or 
from the substrate of the 
emulsion. to prevent this, a 
light absorbent dye coating is 
applied on the back of or in-
corporated into the film as an 
anti-halation layer.

9 gábor Kerekes, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

urBAN visioNs
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actly like the world of Hungary and the entire east-
ern bloc at the turn of the 1970s and 1980s. Perhaps 
a similar abstraction to that of Kerekes has only 
been so accurately expressed by Andrei tarkovksy 
in his 1979 film Stalker.

Amusement park
A similar visual world to that of the City also typifies 
the 1977–78 Amusement Park series, employing the 
same expressive means and techniques. the novelty 
compared to the previous series is that now Kerekes 
includes people here and there in the visual world 
captured in the images, although the alienating ef-
fects abstract them into objects, masses and shapes. 
the art historian László Beke rightly wrote about 
Kerekes’s works from this period that ‘it is as though 
the photographer did not wish to capture the sight 
in perpetuity but rather to set it in motion toward 
slow decay and disintegration.’10

Staffage
gábor Kerekes was a philosophizing type character-
ised by strong self-reflection and continuous self-
control. in an interview he said, ‘you (...) become 
sadder and sadder seeing the world in this way. 
When you think about the world, you consider “be-
ing thrown into the world.” i could even be a philos-
opher. At such times all my experience, knowledge, 
and all that’s in my genes get to work.’11 in his essay 
written in 1984,12 he compared himself to a charac-
ter from a Camus novel, and gave as the keyword of 
his worldview the fundamental existentialist con-
cept of angst.
As we will see in the chapter on self-portraits, he 
saw himself from the outside, and he did not really 

like what he saw. He also viewed life around him 
from the outside, and he didn’t like what he saw in 
other people either. Misanthropy and anthropologi-
cal pessimism characterized his worldview. As he 
said when interviewed, ‘one reason i make my pho-
tographs empty is because i don’t like people. For 
twenty years i worked as a waiter. if someone told 
me that they were a better judge of character, they 
would have to be a professor.’13 
thus it is understandable why people do not feature 
in his works – except for early ones – and, if they do, 
they are merely staffage, scenery for a bare stage. 
Kerekes prefers his human figures to literally be-
come statues, stone carvings adorning tombs, or 
building exteriors or interiors. on Kerekes’s bare 
stage these petrified figures preserve something of 
what used to be people. it is no coincidence that 
Beke concludes the foreword he wrote for an album 
by Kerekes with the lines, ‘the last photograph is 
the most life-like and cheerful in the album, a grin-
ning Accordion Player. A sepulchral monument, but 
with the several thousand-year-old etruscan sereni-
ty on his face.’14

Kerekes slots his funerary statues into his concept 
of the timeless City. it is not so much the smile that 
is of interest to him but the accordion evoking and 
capturing our culture or a sailing boat in another 
image. Kerekes only saw the scenery, the ruins, the 
mortality, an inhuman world around him. 
As with all misanthropes, an awkward sentimen-
tality glimmers behind this tragic worldview from 
time to time. His Weekend series (1977), comprised 
of eight images, is one such example. this relates in 
comic book style a boy’s summer weekend at Hun-
gary’s popular holiday destination, Lake Balaton. 
in this series Kerekes uses unsharpness caused by 
long exposure in the same way he did in his works 
around 1975, as well as burning in the sky and the 
stat uesque quality of the figures. For example, the two 
images from the series in which the boy is the 
main character – one where the boy looks at the size 
of the fish he has caught and the other with a rubber 
ring around his neck and a large bag slung over his 
shoulder – are the pairs of statues photographed in 
the children’s burial ground in Budapest’s Kerepesi 
Cemetery. there is affection in them, but there is 
also a good helping of coldness.
the same is true of the 1980 image of skaters in Bu-
dapest’s City Park. Kerekes attempts to transpose 
the skaters into some bygone time hundreds, rather 
than thousands, of years ago. the image’s subject 
and feel evokes dutch genre paintings. Finally, per-
haps the most amiable and least somber image that 
can be found anywhere in Kerekes’s oeuvre, which 
cannot be placed in any category, is the 1982 Snow-
man. of course, here, too, the snowman stands all 

10 László Beke, ‘Kerekes gábor 
helyszínei és min dennapjai’ 
[the Locations and daily Life 
of gábor Kerekes] in Magdol-
na Kolta (ed.), Kerekes Gábor: 
Hetvenes–nyolcva nas [gábor 
Kerekes in the 1970s and 
1980s]. Magyar Fotográfiai 
Múzeum, Kecskemét, 2003, 
p. [1] &

11 istván Molnár, ‘Feketén 
fekete. vázlatos arckép -ön-
arckép Kerekes gáborról’, 
[Black on Black. sketch for a 
Portrait/self-Portrait of 
gábor Kerekes], Fotóművé
szet, 1989/4, p. 26.

12 gábor Kerekes, ‘Kezdem a 
gyerekkornál’, [starting in 
Childhood], Fotóművészet, 
1984/3, p. 44.

13 szilágyi, op.cit.

14 Beke, op.cit., p. [2].

Gábor Kerekes, unt. from the Weekend series, 1977/2003
gelatin silver print, 14.5 x 21, collection of the artist
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alone in the middle of a deserted playground, but in 
fact the subject of the image is not the snowman. 
the subject is the path left by the adults and 
children while rolling a giant snowball during the 
making of the snowman. Kerekes also managed to 
insert a philosophical issue into this view seen from 
a window: how can the passage of time of making 
the snowman and the finished snowman be shown 
in the same photograph? 

May Day
gábor Kerekes’s main work before 1990 was May 
Day made in 1984. this also concludes his post-
1977 period as he was silent for many years to come. 
this image summarizes all that Kerekes thought was 
important to say from the aspect of his intellectual 
outlook and means of expression. it also expresses 
the viewpoint of being an outsider as the event is 
photographed at a distance from a window. 
Another aspect that has some bearing on this is that, 
in contrast with other contemporary artists who – if 
they dealt with this subject – expressed their criti-
cism through showing the types of people who went 
on parades and the workers’ militiamen, Kerekes lit-
erally portrays them as a faceless crowd. Kerekes’s 
method is ruthless and cruel because it doesn’t 
make any concessions. Whereas the people on pa-
rade shown as caricatures of themselves are never-
theless human beings, here they are depicted as a 
heaving mass of people seemingly in a giant cloaca.
Although the image is bound to a specific location 
and time (Budapest’s well-known Felvonulási square, 
which literally means ‘parade square,’ it is in fact 
outside time and space, reproducing an eternal vi-
sual expression of a stupefied crowd. An interesting 
facet of the image is that the stationary, and thus 
sharp details, are all attributes of power, means of 
keeping society on a tight leash: police vans and cor-
dons of armed men. Kerekes was obviously aware of 
the political implications of his photograph, which is 
why it was untitled when first displayed in public.15

the image’s camera syntax is almost identical word 
for word with that of his Market Hall series made 
nine years earlier. some parts of the image are sharp 
and compared to these the blurring gives the image 
its dynamics. the only thing which is new is that the 
image was taken with a pinhole camera, by camera 
obscura,16 because a long exposure was needed to 
make the view of the crowd blend together. Accord-
ing to Kerekes, 14 seconds in all considering the sen-
sitivity of the material and the diameter of the hole 
replacing the lens.
For a good five years after May Day Kerekes did not 
take any photographs for autonomous artistic pur-
poses.17 As he said in 1989, ‘since i finished the last 
period in 1983,18 it has been completely hopeless. 

since then, i’ve had a crisis. it’s not that i have noth-
ing to say, because i have. But my thought process 
has become so complicated that what i would like to 
express cannot be reproduced.’19 

ATTILA PÁCSER

Attila Pácser (born 1953) experimented with the 
same film as Kerekes, orWo PF-2, at the same time, 
but totally independently of him. Not surprisingly, in 
many cases the results are similar. similar but not 
the same. the images of Pácser’s series Budapest in 
Summer at Noon on Sunday (1979) also show a bleak 
city devoid of people, but it is not ‘timeless’ as the 
time of the shot is very firmly fixed. yet it appears as 
if a hydrogen bomb has been dropped, destroying 
life but leaving the material environment intact. 
in the other part of the series Pácser photographed 
people walking on the street using this special film. 
the results are a series of surreal, dream-like genre 
pictures. there is something alien in these images as 
well, but they tend toward the beautiful rather than 
some spine-chilling effect, a good example that not 
everything in photography is determined by the 
technique employed.  

ANTAL JOKESZ 

two things made Antal Jokesz (born 1952) stand 
out from his contemporaries at the end of the 1970s 
and beginning of the1980s when he was 25 to 30 
years old. one was that he took the fundamental is-
sues of the medium of photography exceptionally 
seriously, seeing them through as far as they would 
go, and the other was that he did this not according 
to some well-thought out scheme, but with unbeliev-

15 & 1985: országos Fotó-
tárlat, (n. p.)

16 to be more precise, he used 
an old voigtländer camera 
fitted with a 6 x 9 cm rada 
rollfilm holder as well as a 
piece of card pierced by a thin 
insect mounting pin instead 
of a lens. see gábor Kerekes, 
interviewed by sándor szilá-
gyi, 2005.

17 He did not abandon photog-
raphy. He was a reporter for 
the journal Képes 7 between 
1986 and 1991 and then for 
Kurir until Au gust 1992.

18 Mistake; the exact date is 
1984. 

19 Molnár, op.cit., p. 50.

Antal Jokesz, ‘Aaa’, from the Possibilities of Chance series, 1978 
Negative, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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able passion. in almost every image the viewer feels 
that it was crucial for him to successfully convey a 
particular visual problem of the medium then and 
there. 
this impregnation with passion is an integral part of 
Jokesz’s work.  Although he is a conceptual artist to 
the quick, he did not work like an engineer or a tech-
nician researching or proving hypothetical theories, 
but as an inventor dealing with practical, life-like 
problems in photography for art’s sake, seeking an-
swers through visual experiments. the joy of discov-
ery, the joy of finding the expected and hoped for but 
unforeseen answer, makes his images an experience.
Jokesz (like many others) took the role model of a 
photographer from Antonioni’s film Blow-Up, which 
he saw many times. He still watches it today on 
dvd.20 Jokesz saw a ‘free intellectual’ in the film’s 
main character who became the ‘absolute outsider’ 
with his camera: ‘What was amazing was that the 
guy experienced reality through photographs. this 
infected me to such an extent and gave such tre-
mendous strength that from then on i didn’t give a 
f..k about so-called reality. the medium through 
which we sense the world differently interested 
me. this is also where the idea to take photos differ-
ently orig inated because reality will differ by pho tog -
raph ing differently.’

Possibilities of chance 
Joining the studio of young Photographers on  April 
18, 1978, was a major turning point in Jokesz’s ca-
reer.21 He was an active member until 1983. during 
this time, he submitted seven synopsis works,22 
which comprised 160 photographs. these were in 
part new and in part series he had already begun, 

which financial support from the studio enabled 
him to finish. selected images from these appeared 
at the studio’s First23 exhibition in 1978 and Sec-
ond24 exhibition in 1982, as well as in the studio’s 
Anthology,25 but their true introduction was in a 
joint venture with János szerencsés, the Document 
exhibitions held annually between 1979 and 1982.26

the first of these series was made in 1978 and im-
mediately provoked heated debate.27 Jokesz did not 
take the images in the series Possibilities of Chance 
by first framing the shot in the camera’s viewfinder 
and waiting for the ‘decisive moment’ like an ordi-
nary photographer would, but shot his models ‘from 
the hip.’ 
this was a radical and provocative break with the 
mainstream aesthetics of photography in amateur 
and professional practice, with conscious artistic 
composition. the indignation of the ‘profession’ was 
not wanting – paradoxically because the series of 
images that were shown to the public were decided-
ly good even from the aspect of composition.  
even László Beke was critical of this series by Jokesz 
in his review of the Document No. 1 exhibition,28 but 
naturally not for the same reasons as the ‘profes-
sion.’ As he was committed to conceptual art, he ac-
cused Jokesz of inconsistency because in a venture 
like this ‘every solution has the same value – every 
frame of a film can be used without selection. (...) 
the appraisal of an experiment is questioned if a 
photographer learns to take photos without looking 
through the viewfinder or exhibits ‘composed’ and 
‘non-composed’ images without distinction.’ 
the criticism would be entirely justified if the in-
tentional lack of composition were the main issue 
concerning the photographic expression of the se-
ries and the main purpose of publishing were to 
demonstrate this. then it would be true that the 
whole series, every frame of the film, must be re-
garded as being of equal value and must be pub-
lished as such – as a quasi sequence. this approach, 
too, would no doubt have produced interesting les-
sons of photographic expression and aesthetics – 
but this was clearly not what interested Jokesz in 
this series.
this may be the right juncture to cite the photogra-
pher and writer on photography tibor Miltényi’s 
harsh judgement of Jokesz in his study of Hungarian 
photography as art in the 1970s and 1980s: ‘His im-
ages are just undifferentiated copies of current so-
lutions.’29 Miltényi does not say specifically what he 
has in mind, but obviously he is thinking of the un-
questioned similarity of Jokesz’s and Mark Cohen’s 
photographs.30 one of the sources of inspiration for 
Jokesz’s series was certainly the cited issue of Cam-
era, but this is not about simple ‘copying.’ if two peo-
ple do the same, it will never be the same.

20 Antal Jokesz, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006.

21 Cd: stúdió/Fiatalok stúdió ja 
1977–78: docu ments no. 25.

22 Cd: stúdió/szinopszislista: 
items nos 19, 25, 29, 44, 47, 
61 and 90.

23 & 1978: első.

24 & 1982: Második.

25 & 1985: Antológia.

26 More on these se the Bird’s-
Eye View chapter in this book.

27 No printed document of 
this exists, but it appears in 
most recollections of the 
period.

28 László Beke, ‘Memóriá ról. 
Három fiatal fotósról’ [on 
Memory. on three young 
Photographers], Fotóművé
szet, 1979/4, pp. 17, 24.

29 tibor Miltényi, ‘Prog resszív 
magyar fotóművé szet az 
1970–80-as évek ben’ [Prog-
res sive Hungarian Art Photo-
graphy in the 1970s and 
1980s], Alföld, March 1993, 
p. 64.

30 For the latter see the Novem-
ber 1977 issue of the swiss 
Camera and george eastman 
House’s Mark Cohen collec-
tion: http://www.eastman.
org/ne/str085/htmlsrc/
inde x.html.

Antal Jokesz, Couple I, from the Possibilities of Chance series, 1978
Negative, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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Entering the photo
the intentional lack of composition was simply su-
perficial: Jokesz was concerned at a far deeper level 
about the role of chance, the accidental, in photog-
raphy and in life. He wished to explore the extent to 
which a photograph can be considered an authentic 
document, or more precisely, to see what exactly a 
photograph documents. the latent image that is 
created in the moment of exposure surely records 
some sort of reality, but whose reality is this? the 
reality of the individuals and objects in the image 
or that of the photographer? or the reality of pho-
tography as a technical means? 
in his series Possibilities of Chance Jokesz over-
throws the conventional role of the photographer 
not only by eschewing the viewfinder, but also by 
intrusively ‘walking into the photo.’ due to the 
wide-angle lens he had to get so close to his models 
that it was an invasion of their personal space. 
However, until the moment of exposure, until the 
sound of the shutter being released, the models 
were unaware that their picture was being taken as 
they did not see the camera in the photographer’s 
hand. A photographer provocatively invading pri-
vacy by ‘shooting from the hip’ may justifiably 
bank on more honest gestures from his surprised 
models than if they were to pose for him. 
But there is a snag.  the entire  scenario of having a 
photograph taken in this manner is completely un-
usual and extreme, yet all the same we read and de-
code the images according to the usual rules. For ex-
ample, when, at the moment of shooting, the model 
suddenly looks the photographer in the eye to find 
out what on earth he wants, in this image – because 
of the unusually low camera angle – the model ap-
pears to look enquiringly skyward, above or past us. 
if, however, at the moment of exposure the model 
looks down at the camera, we feel like a dwarf. tilt-
ing the camera upward a little produces stooping 
figures with curved backs and lurching walls and 
columns. However, if Jokesz does not tilt the cam-
era, he crops the head of his models. there are 
loads of alienating, disturbing elements in these 
images – exactly as their creator intended.

Socialist type of person 
the Possibilities of Chance series gives a critique of 
sociographic photography not only in its creative 
method but also in its chosen topic. in the interview 
Jokesz attributed János szerencsés with saying that 
‘the real problem of the system or society is not the 
misery and poverty which social documentary pho-
tography picks out and shows. the problem is on an 
intellectual plane.’31

Having realized this, Jokesz did not photograph peo-
ple on the periphery of society in Possibilities of 

Chance but, to borrow the title of his later synopsis, 
‘types who have made it in society;’ the type of per-
son whose dress, behavior and gestures betray this 
kind of intellectual poverty. He spotted them on the 
street from far away and provoked them, drawing 
them into an extreme photographic situation.
it is not by chance that Jokesz had a sensitivity for 
this kind of person because as an adolescent he had 
first-hand experience of how much conflict there is 
in creating a ‘new socialist society.’32 it was hard for 
his family, who were deeply religious on both sides 
(an uncle was a priest), to accept that Jokesz’s moth-
er was ‘elevated’ into a party activist. Jokesz also 
found it hard to tolerate the different values and 
lived in constant strife with his mother, who eventu-
ally grew tired of it and sent her now adult son pack-
ing. this was condensed emblematically in Jokesz’s 
image Woman in a Floral Dress (1978), whose model 
is not his mother, but it is his mother’s figure that he 
sees in this image and that has haunted him ever 
since.

Elegance
Elegance (1978) is rightly the most often cited im-
age of the Possibilities of Chance series. it was taken 
in szom bathely, a town near the Austrian border, 
where Jokesz was visiting as a purchasing agent for 
the videoton Factory and used the opportunity to 
take some shots.33 He recalled that he felt at the mo-
ment of exposure that he was already very much ‘in 
the situation.’ However, he did not notice on the neg-
ative but only in the print as it emerged in the devel-
oper that chance had given him an unexpected pres-
ent, the hat raised in greeting that had accidentally 
slipped in on the right side of the image, making 

31 Antal Jokesz, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006.

32 Ibid. Jokesz keeps returning 
to these ‘sociographic’ prob-
lems in his book and in other 
interviews. see Antal Jokesz, 
A preparált idő nyomában 
[tracking Prepared time], 
Mű vésze tek Háza – Prospek-
tus Nyomda, veszprém, 1999.

33 Antal Jokesz, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006.

Antal Jokesz, Exact Time, from the Liberation Square, Budapest series, 1984
Negative, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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sense of the whole situation, or at least of the part 
that is visible in the print.   
the body language and mimicry of the couple sketch 
a vibrant, tense situation. the man wearing glasses 
is looking out of the image with an awkward smile. 
His wife (who else would the elegantly dressed 
woman in a hat and coat be?) is looking the same 
way, but with pursed lips rather than a smile. Her 
hand is grasping her husband almost protectively 
and her gesture is emphasized by her body leaning 
toward him. From the direction of their gaze, a 
friendly gesture, the raising of a hat in greeting, is 
being made. But there is no indication that the man 
in glasses intends to reciprocate the gesture. the 
scene is taking place in front of a clothes shop called 
Elegancia, and above its name a single word – ‘Férfi’ 
meaning ‘Men’s’ – is visible from the shop’s neon ad-
vertisement. Maybe the sign continues with ‘Wom-
en’s.’ Who knows?
it is not shown in the image. Neither is the right 
hand of the man in glasses, which might have started 
moving toward his hat at the moment the image was 
taken. this would also reinterpret the woman’s 
grabbing gesture: ‘Look who’s here!’ the upshot 
would be a completely banal street scene. this way 
it is endowed with the possibilities of the moment 
recorded by the shot. What is shown and what is 
omitted impart a mysterious, obscure set of rela-
tionships in the reality we chance upon: the reality 
of the image, which is not the reality. 

Paris
Jokesz partly used intentional lack of composition in 
the images he took on a trip to Paris in 1979. repre-
senting the studio of young Photographers, he at-
tended the exhibition ‘Prix Air France – ville de Par-
is’ together with gábor Fejér and gá bor Kerekes.34 

Jokesz presented many of his Parisian pictures at a 
one-man show linked to the Document No. 4 exhibi-
tion in November 1982.35 
Although the Parisian street scenes were also shot 
‘from the hip,’ like those in Hungary, in my view they 
somehow lack the tension, the drama of the ones 
he took in his homeland – as if there were nothing at 
stake. Perhaps Jokesz had gotten accustomed to us-
ing this technique by this time and it no longer inter-
ested him as much, or possibly he did not feel at ease 
to ‘get involved’ in situations in a foreign land, or his 
models were less disturbed by having their picture 
taken. As a result, his Parisian photographes are 
more sterile than the Hungarian ones. 

Liberation Square
in 1984, after Jokesz’s experiments with light, which 
are described in the next chapter, he returned to in-
vestigating the role of chance in photography, but 
based on an entirely different principle to that un-
derlying his earlier work. From the aspect of camera 
syntax, he did everything the opposite way to what 
he did in the Possibilities of Chance series. First, he 
did not go in quest of photo opportunities, but re-
mained in one place in Budapest’s Liberation square, 
now renamed after the Franciscan church that 
stands there,36 waiting for subjects to appear. it fol-
lows that he exchanged roles, no longer actively 
walking into the situation, but standing in the more 
conventional manner of a photographer as a passive 
observer. Jokesz swapped his traditional camera for 
an automatic one, which he used almost as a film 
camera, rattling off the shots. then from over one 
hundred images he arranged some in pairs which to-
gether show some odd interplay of chance, following 
the pattern of his series Asymmetry of Time. At first 
glance the endeavour seems pretty banal. 
the shots are not overly interesting, either as solo 
images or arranged in pairs. What is absent from them 
is exactly the spark that brings Jokesz’s other works 
to life: the excitement of research, the joy of discov-
ery. this is a case of the blind man hitting the mark. 
Why was it important for the hyper self-critical Jokesz 
to make this series? With the hindsight of what hap-
pened after that, in my opinion, it wasn’t an accident 
that Jokesz chose such a banal subject and photo-
graphic solution for the series, after which he put his 
camera down for fifteen years – at the age of 32! He 
seemed to need to convince himself that he had to 
stop photographing. For his part, he had fully ex-
plored the issues of photography that interested him 
and he could only repeat himself. He broke his ties 
with other photographers and even his friendship 
with János szerencsés. in 1983 szerencsés arranged 
an exhibition jointly with László Beke and Károly 
Kincses at Self-Timer 1, instead of involving Jokesz.37

34 László Fábián, ‘Párizs – Bu-
dapest’ [Paris – Budapest], 
Fotóművészet, 1982/3, p. 18.

35 * 1982: Jokesz Párizs.

36 in Hungarian formerly 
‘Felszabadulás tér,’ now 
‘Ferenciek tere.’

37 this exhibition will be dealt 
with in my next book.

Antal Jokesz, Paris, 23, 1979
Negative, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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this farewell, however, was very worthy of Jokesz 
and his commitment to photography. No matter how 
banal it seems at first sight, this series endeavors to 
address a fundamental issue. it questions the credi-
bility of photography. the Possibilities of Chance se-
ries demonstrated that there is no objective reality 
in photography. only the image created (sometimes 
forcefully) by the photographer has reality: only this 
matters in the picture, nothing else. the image con-
sists of chance happenings, the accidental, and the 
photographer merely has the power to record this in 
emulsion.  
the Liberation Square series demonstrates specifi-
cally this  realization from another side. Provoking 
chance events is pointless as they happen anyway 
and, more importantly and more oddly, reality cre-
ates images even without the photographer. He could 
record these images, if he wants, but if he doesn’t 
want to, they exist anyway. they have their own in-
dependent existence.
Jokesz felt it was important to write a polemic arti-
cle about this: ‘tiMe does not acknowledge what 
happened – it was “by chance” – it does not care what 
happens to us, it calmly and relentlessly carries on 
“passing” with periodic monotony.’38 He also states 
here: ‘Photography is no longer “the front line,” (…) 
but rather the video and music.’ For his part, Jokesz 
held this opinion for fifteen years. 

JÁNOS SZERENCSÉS

Null morphemes
At the end of the 1970s and beginning of the 1980s, 
János szerencsés (1950–2009) developed a special 
photographic language for himself which puzzled 
and still puzzles his critics. one reason for this was 
that szerencsés’s link to neo-avant-garde artists and 
photographers was common knowledge, but his 
work at first sight belies a rather conservative con-
cept of photography. the other reason for the bewil-
derment is that there seems to be nothing special in 
szerencsés’s photographs – they all appear banal. 
However, they are meaningfully banal. this was the 
trail that his contemporary critics started off on, and 
i, too, believe they were heading in the right direction. 
László Beke said of him, ‘the secret of szeren csés’s 
photographs appears to be that despite our expecta-
tions there is nothing “interesting” in them and, 
when we realise that, it comes to light that neverthe-
less something is not quite as it should be.’39 Zoltán 
sebők wrote, ‘We expect some strident sight but 
instead there is excitingly disciplined calm or the vi-
sual equivalent of this.’40 istván Hajdu believes the 
crux of these images is ‘the duality of the sensually 
caught minutiae and the empty whole.’41 András Bán 

struck the same chord when he said that szerencsés 
demonstrates ‘how the surface of a photograph can 
be “filled” in spite of the lack of action or an event, 
making it infinitely rich for us.’42

in linguistics a ‘null morpheme’ is an invisible affix 
that changes the meaning of a word but is not pho-
nologically expressed. sze rencsés’s images work on 
the same principle as Zoltán sebők expressed in al-
most the same terms: the aesthetics of the images 
‘are defined by what is not (and the way in which it 
is not) photographed, all that his subtle photograph-
ic vision selects.’43 sebők compares szeren csés’s art 
to Zen archery and Bán to the haiku.44 Hajdu wrote 
of his sceneries of parks, ‘these are mysterious land-
scapes breathing fear and menace like the park con-
cealing a corpse in Antonioni’s Blow-Up...’45

Aesthetics of parks
János szerencsés joined the studio of young Photog-
raphers relatively late in 1979.46 As a member of the 
studio he made only one synopsis work in 1980 en-
titled Aesthetics of Parks,47 and in this framework he 
completed a project he had begun in 1978. He showed 
these in part at the first two Document exhibitions, 
and said48 that thanks to this series he was given one 
of the biggest professional assignments of his career, 
photographing the chateaux and parks of the Loire 
valley.49 i use the word ‘series’ here only to label the 
images of Aesthetics of Parks that were mainly taken 
on Margaret island in Budapest with a similar aes-
thetic approach and creative means, but szerencsés, 
except for a couple of early series, thought in indi-
vidual images. 

38 Antal Jokesz, ‘uralni vagy 
szolgálni?’ [to rule or to 
serve?], Fotóművé szet, 1984/ 
3, pp. 41–42.
39 László Beke, ‘szerencsés 
János képalkotó stratégiái’ 
[János szerencsés’s image-
Making strategies], Fotómű
vészet, 1984/4, p. 54.
40 Zoltán sebők, ‘szeren csés 
János fotóiról’ [on János 
sze ren csés’s Photos], Új 
Symposion, 1980/12, p. 459.
41 istván Hajdu, ‘előszó’ [Fore-
word], in szerencsés János: 
Sze rencsés 13 év [János sze-
ren csés: Lucky 13 years], 
esztergomi galéria, eszter-
gom, 1984, p. 4. & NB the 
artist’s name szerencsés 
means ‘lucky.’
42 András Bán, ‘A harma dik a 
bokorban. A ii. esz tergomi 
Fotóbiennáléról’ [third in the 
Bush. on the 2nd Photo Bienni-
al in esz tergom], Mozgó Világ, 
1980/7, p. 57.
43 sebők, op.cit, p. 460.
44 Biographical information: 
szerencsés is a second dan 
aikido black belt. János 
szerencsé  s, interviewed by 
sán dor szilágyi, 2006.
45 Hajdu, op.cit., p. 4.
46 in May 1978 he only had 
the status of a guest student. 
see: Cd: stúdió/Fiatalok 
stú diója 1977–78: document 
no. 31.
47 Cd: stúdió/szinopszislista: 
item no. 49.
48 János szerencsés, inter-
view ed by sándor szilágyi, 
2006.

49 János szerencsés, Loire, 
Képzőművészeti Könyvki adó, 
Budapest, 1985.

János Szerencsés, unt. from the Aesthetics of Parks series, 1980
gelatin silver print, 18.3 x 22.5, HMP
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The Pool (1978) is an unusual genre scene building 
on multiple counterpoints. As Zol tán sebők ob-
served about this image, szerencsés ‘deliberately 
upsets the traditional values of the foreground, mo-
tif and background. He strips the photograph’s motif 
of power in favor of the foreground.’50 in this case, 
this means that the actual main subject of the image 
is the two women sitting on a bench in the top right 
corner.51 the two, similarly dressed women, who 
even wear their hair in almost an identical fashion, 
sit perfectly symmetrically on the bench. the pool, 
which in itself is a peculiar structure, a pool within a 
pool, occupies most of the image and counterbalanc-
es this uniformity and symmetry.
the two bodies of water also counterbalance one 
another. the surface of the upper is calm while that 
of the lower is worryingly rippled. the latter occu-
pying two-thirds of the image gives an uncertain, vi-
brant mood to the whole image but so does the fact 
that the reason for the rippling, the upper flowing 
into the lower, is barely perceptible due to the shad-
ow. this is heightened by the doubling of the hori-
zontal that otherwise provides stability, a sure visual 
point of reference. thus all the visual components 
are based on the duality of ‘the same – not the same.’ 
the image entitled Garden, szerencsés’s  synopsis 
work from 1980, has a similar structure to the last 
one. Here the multiplied reflection of the pipe lead-
ing to the  waterspout on the water surface creates 
uncertainty, as if the world’s axis had shifted. 
the third image of the triptych Correlations (1979) 
is deservedly szerencsés’s most published work. its 
other two parts build on the visual contradiction of a 

phenomenon. in the first image there is a tree with 
ivy climbing up it and it is not really possible to dis-
tinguish whether the leaves belong to the tree or 
the ivy wrapped around its branches. the second 
image is based on the contrast of organic and sharp 
geometric shapes showing a bush divided by the 
shadows of tree trunks and the bright back of a 
bench. 
the third image uses few visual elements: a boy in 
cycling shorts and running shoes on the edge of a 
pond is just stepping out of view, while his figure 
and a small patch of sky are reflected to some extent 
on the water, and reeds are visible next to the pond. 
Light affected and ‘burned in’ the upper and lower 
edges of the image when shooting. A messed up 
picture that hardly shows anything – still it is one of 
szerencsés’s best images. 
the whole picture has some kind of erotic charge, 
which is pretty difficult to find the reason for in the 
image. Maybe it is the luxuriance of the reeds,52 or 
the figure of the boy cut off at his bottom, or the low 
camera angle, which gives the feeling of a catwalk at 
a fashion show. impossible to say, but it’s brilliant. 
Sunbathers (Napozók, 1981) captures one of the 
most peaceful scenes of urban life, people sunbath-
ing on the benches of a park. Nevertheless, this im-
age too has a vibrant tension that is hard to express. 
László Beke wrote, ‘We view the mass of trailing 
plants behind the sunbathers a little anxiously al-
though we are not aware of the source of the anxiety, 
simply that here the vegetation rather than the peo-
ple is the point.’53 Beke is absolutely right. As szer-
encsés fills half of the image with the bushes behind 
the benches, the viewer’s eye keeps returning there 
in anticipation of something or someone suddenly 
springing out and doing something dreadful to the 
unsuspecting sunbathers.

City images 
According to szerencsés, Memorial (1982) was tak-
en in memory of the performance artist tibor 
Hajas.54 the location now is not Margaret island but 
the garden of szeren csés’s apartment on Fodor 
street. He wrapped the garden parapet in the same 
aluminium foil as paramedics use to prevent hypo-
thermia in accident victims. szerencsés believed 
that Hajas had been wrapped in such life-saving foil 
after his fatal car accident.55 the key to understand-
ing the image is the curving branch linking the ‘me-
morial’ to the tree, in other words the figure of the 
dead man with living nature. 
it is not essential to know that this work was made 
in memory of Hajas – but knowing this we look at it 
somewhat differently. it is a shame that no indica-
tion of this, at least a monogram, was given when it 
was originally published.

50 sebők, op.cit., p. 459.

51 sebők’s eye passed over 
this small detail. As he wrote, 
‘the scene in the image, the 
landscape motif, begins some-
where behind the pools.’ Ibid.

52 Beke op.cit., p. 55.

53 Ibid, p. 54.

54 János szeren csés, inter-
viewed by sándor szilágyi, 
2006.

55 tibor Hajas died in a car 
accident near szeged on July 
27, 1980.

János Szerencsés, Garden, from the Aesthetics of Parks series, 1980
gelatin silver print, 17.5 x 21.5, HMP
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Many people, if we believe the critics, saw a lot in the 
image Power (Hatalom, 1982),56 probably because of 
its title.57 László Beke only suggests possible associ-
ations: ‘We begin to suspect that the seemingly 
classic architectural shapes are charged with rigid 
bureaucratic meaning.’58 József vadas more clearly 
expressed that szerencsés evokes ‘crushing power 
in the column radiating majesty.’59

this interpretation of the image fits the artist’s 
inten tions as he said it was a shot of the general 
Prosecutor’s office60 and that ‘i saw the column as 
the brutal i ty of power and the surface as the hollow-
ness of pow er, and not only because there was a 
prosecuting author ity in the building and it was an 
entirely different era. For me this was a symbol, the 
rigidity of the law.’
this is how the reviewer of the amateur magazine 
Foto also saw it – only from the opposite viewpoint 
–expressing his opinion about this photo in generali-
zations about the whole of the Document No. 4 exhi-
bition: ‘it is impossible not to notice the aggression 
that emanates from the shots. they induce raw, in-
deed brutal ideas in the viewer even if this anger of-
ten seems undirected.’61 szerencsés’s picture was 
printed under the review.
it is not surprising that this work and its title gener-
ated such associations in the social and political at-
mosphere just a few months after Wojciech Jaruzel-
ski’s coup.62 today the emotive factors of the context 
have dissipated and it is more the masterly execu-

tion of an architectural photograph that is apparent. 
But in the knowledge that it is the building of the 
general Prosecutor, ideas similar to those of the pe-
riod may still be associated with it.

PÉTER TÍMÁR

Genre scenes
the Genre Scenes series by Péter tímár (born 1948), 
which was made under the auspices of the studio of 
young Photographers in 1980,63 consists of social 
documentary images thrown off-kilter by a tinted 
detail. in one of the images in the Balmazújváros 
serie s the portrait of a young man sitting on the 
pannier rack of a bicycle licking an ice cream is en-
livened by the painted bag hanging from the han-
dlebars. in another tímár creates an oasis at the 
bottom of a lamppost on a dusty street. 
He made a ‘captured moment’ in Karl Marx stadt 
more exciting by coloring a trabant automobile 
chuff ing in front of a gigantic bust of Marx a de-
lightfully fitting ‘trabant yellow,’ a commonly used 
phrase at that time. Without overestimating these 
artistic gestures, such visual jokes introduced into 
the black and white photos also question the grave-
ness of the Hungarian sociographic attitude and at 
the same time make these pictures distinctively 
eastern european. 56 this image is dated 1983 in 

the catalogue entitled János 
szerencsés: Lucky 13 Years, 
but this is clearly a mistake, 
as the photo already appeared 
at the Document No. 4 exhibi-
tion in 1982.

57 Hajdu deemed this a ‘horri-
ble title’. ist ván Hajdu: ‘A do ku-
mentum’ [the document], 
Fotóművészet, 1983/1, p. 34.

58 Beke, op.cit, p. 54.

59 József vadas, ‘Posztmo dern 
helyett: új(ra) eklek tika’ [in-
stead of Postmodern: New/
Again eclectic], Fotóművészet, 
1984/4, p. 24.

60 János szerencsés, inter-
viewed by sándor szilágyi, 
2006.

61 Bálint Horváth, ‘tegnap-
után – holnapelőtt’ [the day 
After yesterday – the day 
Before tomorrow], Foto, 
1983/2, p. 55.

62 in Poland on december 13, 
1981, general Jaruzelski de-
clared a state of emergency, 
crushing the pro-democracy 
movement led by the indepen-
dent trade union solidarity.

63 Cd: stúdió/szinopszislista: 
item no. 55.

Péter Tímár, Balmazújváros, No. 28 from the Genre Scenes series, 1980
gelatin silver print, painted, 15.5 x 23, HMP



138

Gábor Kerekes, Ghost Train, from the Amusement Park series, c. 1977–78
gelatin silver print, 14.5 x 21, collection of the artist
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Gábor Kerekes, Lottery, from the City series, 1978 
gelatin silver print, 18.4 x 24.2, HMP
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Gábor Kerekes, Snowman, 1982
gelatin silver print, 14.5 x 21, collection of the artist
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Gábor Kerekes, Ice Rink, 1980
gelatin silver print, 14.5 x 21 collection of the artist
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Gábor Kerekes, Accordion Player, from the Children’s Graves series, ca. 1983
gelatin silver print, 18.3 x 24, HMP
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Gábor Kerekes, unt. from the Weekend series, 1977
gelatin silver print, 14.5 x 21, collection of the artist
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Gábor Kerekes, unt. from the Weekend series, 1977/2002
gelatin silver print, 14.5 x 21, collection of the artist
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Gábor Kerekes, Sailing Boat, from the Children’s Graves series, ca. 1982
gelatin silver print, 18.3 x 24.2, HMP
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Gábor Kerekes, Linen Mill, from the City series, 1978
gelatin silver print, 24 x 30.5, HMP
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Gábor Kerekes, Concrete Silo, from the City series, 1978
gelatin silver print, 18.2 x 24, HMP



148

 Gábor Kerekes, Brick Factory 2, from the City series, 1980
gelatin silver print, 23.9 x 30.5, HMP
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Gábor Kerekes, Brick Factory, from the City series, 1980
gelatin silver print, 23.9 x 30.5, HMP
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Attila Pácser, unt. from the Budapest in Summer at Noon on Sunday series, 1979
gelatin silver print, 30 x 40, collection of the artist
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Attila Pácser, unt. from the Budapest in Summer at Noon on Sunday series, 1979
gelatin silver print, 30 x 40, collection of the artist
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Attila Pácser, unt. from the Budapest in Summer at Noon on Sunday series, 1979
gelatin silver print, 30 x 40, collection of the artist
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Attila Pácser, unt. from the Budapest in Summer at Noon on Sunday series, 1979
gelatin silver print, 30 x 40, collection of the artist
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Antal Jokesz, Woman in a Leather Coat, from the Possibilities of Chance series, 1978
39 x 29; image: 18 x 26.5, vintage galéria
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Antal Jokesz, Paris, 21, 1979
gelatin silver print, 11.5 x 17, HMP
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Antal Jokesz, Couple IV, from the Possibilities of Chance series, 1978
Negative, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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Antal Jokesz, Woman in a Floral Dress, from the Possibilities of Chance series, 1978
gelatin silver print, 24 x 28,5, collection of the artist
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Antal Jokesz, Paris, 24, 1979
Negative, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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Antal Jokesz, Elegance, 1978
gelatin silver print, 11 x 16, HMP
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Antal Jokesz, Dog, from the Liberation Square, Budapest series, 1984
Negative, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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Antal Jokesz, Stick, from the Liberation Square, Budapest series, 1984
Negative, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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 János Szerencsés, The Pool, 1978
gelatin silver print, 22.3 x 28.2, HMP
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 János Szerencsés, Correlations No. 3, from the triptych, 1979
gelatin silver print, 23.2 x 28.4, HMP
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János Szerencsés, Park II, from the Aesthetics of Parks series, 1980
gelatin silver print, 14 x 22, HMP
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 János Szerencsés, Memorial, 1982
gelatin silver print, 22.1 x 27.8 cm. HMP
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Péter tímár, Balmazújváros, from the Genre Scenes series, 1980
gelatin silver print, painted, 15.5 x 23, HMP
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Péter Tímár, Karl Marx Stadt, from the Genre Scenes series, 1980
gelatin silver print, painted, 18.3 x 27.1, HMP
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Tibor Szalai – László Vincze, unt. from the Light Calligraphy series, 1981
gelatin silver print, sepia toned, 24 x 30, collection of László vincze



169

the word ‘photography’ was created from the 
greek words for light φωτός (phōtos) and draw-
ing γραφή (graphé). this chapter, as its title sug-
gests, considers photographs that use light not as 
a means of illumination, but as an elementary tool 
of image making. in the photographs examined 
herein the artists actually draw with light on the 
emulsion of the negative and by this means pro-
duce remarkable photographic and graphic effects 
in tandem.

ANTAL JOKESZ

Drawing with flash 
Antal Jokesz (born 1952) began working on a series 
of conceptual self-portraits in 1979, which he 
showed at the Document No. 2 exhibition in May 
1980.1 the essence of his concept in terms of photo-
graphic expression and technique was that he ‘drew’ 
with a flash in parks in the pitch-black of the night 
and his drawings became visible in the images. the 
drawings were incorporated mainly as details into 
short, fictional stories that were improvised by in-
structing female models. double or triple exposures 
were used to create most of the images, which in 
this case meant that the camera was set on a tripod 
with the shutter open. this technique served to 
only record what was illuminated by the flash in 
the total darkness. the location, the park at night, 
is part of Jokesz’s personal mythology and refers 
to Michelangelo Antonioni’s film Blow-Up. And, of 
course, as Jokesz lacked a studio, the park provided 
the ideal working conditions for the concept.
these nighttime images can be regarded as the 
continuation of Jokesz’s Possibilities of Chance2 be-
cause here too he leaves how and what is finally re-
corded on the emulsion of the film to chance, albeit 
guided. While the flash is measurable, allowing  the 
exposure time to be calculated, exactly what will 
be visible in the negative is more according to guess-
work, particularly with double or triple exposures. 
this technique involved sufficient uncertainty to 
make night-time photography an adventure for 
Jokesz and not merely a technical exercise.
László Moholy-Nagy remarked on the aesthetic ef-
fect of multiple exposures: ‘superimpositions in 
simple as well as sophisticated manifestations can 
“record” dreams or dream-like content. such su-
perimpositions overcome space and time fixations 
and unite strange and diverging subjects into new 

entities. they transpose insignificant singularities 
into meaningful complexities; banalities into vivid 
illu mination.’3

the shot Self-Illumination (1979) was taken in front 
of a brick wall using double exposure, Jokesz hold-
ing a mirror in front of his eyes so as not to be blind-
ed by the strong light of the flash. in my interpreta-
tion, this self-portrait is a metaphor of freedom as 
Jokesz ‘goes through’ the wall.4 on the other hand, 
the light, which would have illuminated his eyes, is 
instead reflected by the mirror, thus making his face 
unrecognizable.  
specifically a device intended to make better pho-
tographs prevented Jokesz from making a self-
portrait at all.5 Nevertheless, an image or photo-
graph was produced, so Jokesz is now irrevocably 
on this side of the camera  not as a model but an 
image maker.
Light Spraying (1979), in which the model’s face is 
obliterated by light, can be considered a pair with, 
and the polar opposite of, Self-Illumination. Light 
Spraying, however, is about the vulnerability the 
model on the far side of the camera may feel. the 
violent, crude gesture of the photographer spray-
ing directly into a standing woman’s face for the 
sake of a photograph expresses the inequality of 
the photographer–model relationship.
the art historian László Beke drew attention in his 
essay about Jokesz to the parallel between Self-Illu-

1 & 1980: dokumentum 2.

2 see chapter Urban Visions. 

3 L. Moholy-Nagy, vision in mo-
tion, Paul theobald and Com-
pany, 1969, Chicago, p. 210.

4 Pink Floyd’s album The Wall 
was released in the same year, 
but according to Jokesz it had 
nothing to do with this image. 
see Antal Jokesz, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006.

5 Miklós erdély and dóra Mau -
rer around 1976 also used the 
light of the flash to obliterate 
faces, of which Jokesz was 
aware, but he used the device 
in an autonomous way in his 
own work. see Antal Jokesz, 
intervied by sándor szilágyi, 
2006.

LigHt drAWiNgs

Antal Jokesz, Light Spraying, 1979
Negative, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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mination and duane Michals’s Magritte images, and 
that Jokesz ‘by placing a mirror to his face as a light 
source obliterates himself in the way Magritte’s man 
whose head is a light does.’6 the only response to 
this unquestionable parallel is that Jokesz always 
used technical processes that others had already 
tried freely and without any scruples in an endeavor 
to find the answer to issues that occupied him as 
well. Beke also points out in his essay, likewise 
with reference to works by Michals, the ‘somewhat 
brutal, repressed or more openly erotic’ traits of 
Light Spraying. 

the title of the series Light-Sensitive Dream 1–4 
(1979) refers to its point, making a dream ‘come 
true’ on light-sensitive material, first on film, and 
then in a print, relating the relatively simple story in 
comic book style. in the first image Jokesz is sitting 
on a bench, looking out of the picture to the right. in 
the second, a blond woman appears out of the dark 
night and Jokesz takes her hand to pull her to him.  
in the third scene Jokesz is sitting on the lap of the 
woman, their genitalia overlapping, under the tri-
umphant light of the manual flash Jokesz holds aloft 
like a torch to fire at the camera. in the last image 
Jokesz is alone on the bench, ‘moping’ with his back 
to the camera. the story and its symbolism is not 
complicated, but the enigmatic translucence of the 
double exposure (the photographic equivalent of the 
dissolve in filmmaking) makes this series, in particu-
lar the second and third images, very beautiful and 
photographic in nature.
Jokesz himself felt that these two images were vis-
ually the strongest in the series and summarized 
the story. only these two images feature in the ver-
sion exhibited in the Hungarian Museum of Photog-
raphy as a diptych, one beneath the other.7 A ver-
sion of the third image is also held by the same mu-
seum, which was taken in front of the wall that 
served as the location for Self-Illumination, and an-
other in which Jokesz illuminates the woman sit-
ting on the bench with a hand-held flash. this ver-

sion points out that the unassailable sexual nature 
of the double image should not be interpreted hast-
ily, as it is not accidental that Jokesz sits in the 
woman’s lap and not vice versa. this is the visual 
expression of Jokesz’s conviction, apparent in his 
early photos, that sexuality is just as important for 
women as it is for men. 

Light transfusion 
the series Jokesz exhibited at the following Docu-
ment No. 3 exhibition8 went beyond using the artifi-
cial light source only to draw what is visible in the 
photograph to make it ‘leap out’ of the dark back-
ground. the new series consisted of real drawings 
with light. What can be seen in the image is the im-
pression that the light source left on the negative 
when Jokesz drew around his subject with it. in this 
sense this is the photographic equivalent of action 
painting preserving the movements of a painter’s 
brushstrokes, a clear break with the usual repre-
sentative function of photography. 
this new series was also a progression. unlike the 
earlier sequences of images that followed the con-
ventional logic of narration, it contains images with-
out any real, identifiable figurative content, knitted 
together based on purely visual logic. typically the 
triptych’s images interconnect as the light flows 
across from one into the other.  
in all probability Jokesz formulated how the individ-
ual components would fit together when he made 
the images, as their symmetrical structure implies. 
the images are constructed of a central core or 
around a vertical axis, and the light exits or enters 
the image following the axis (this is a question of 
perspective or subsequent arrangement). reading 
the triptychs, which are vertically composed, obeys 
the law of gravity: the light in the upper core flows 
down to the lower image. Naturally, this is a visual 
paradox that Jokesz consciously exploits to create a 
mysteriously vibrant atmosphere.
the triptych Sexogram (1980) consists of two sepa-
rate shots that Jokesz then combined to form a 
third.  He illuminated the duvets of a double bed 
with a flashlight: the light in the upper image sug-
gests an erection, and in the central image it is a 
reference to a prostrate, post-coital male sexual or-
gan.  the combination of the two images, the sexual 
act itself, is placed in the bottom position. in this 
work Jokesz is concerned with two problems of 
photographic expression. on the one hand, it is the 
camera syntactical effect of drawing with a flash-
light and, on the other, making the second image 
flow into the third with the superimposition of one 
image on the other. 
Beke wrote about the diptych Speed of Light (1980): 
‘it cannot be proved, only sensed, that light is grop-

6 László Beke, ‘Jokesz Antal 
fényképei’ [Antal Jokesz’s 
Pho tographs], Mozgó Világ, 
1981/7, p. 12.

7 dated 1979, which is when 
the shots were taken, but ob-
vi ously the print was made 
for the Document No. 2 (1980) 
or possibly another subse-
quent exhibition.

8 & 1981: dokumentum 3.

Antal Jokesz, Self-Illumination, 1979
gelatin silver print, 13 x 17.8, HMP
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ing around a human body in the lower image, but 
the mysterious, plastic shaft of light continues into 
the upper image – into which a blurred, sorrowful 
self-portrait is embedded. it is well known that the 
human face is distorted by increased gravity. But 
what happens at the border of the speed of light?’9 
According to Jokesz, Speed of Light is two shots 
from a series of self-portraits taken at waist height 
from below by the light of a lamp; a “spiral” is 
drawn on the negative of the lower image with a 
felt-tip.10 the barely identifiable, mysterious picto-
rial elements make this one of Jokesz’s most excit-
ing works. 
the triptych Catapult (1980), as its title suggests, 
should be read from the bottom up. Jokesz creates 
images of cosmic energies by irradiating crumpled 
aluminium foil and a black plastic sheet. the com-
bination of the three images evokes tropes of the 
Creation and the universe. Light energy bursts 
each image and the three images as a whole. these, 
however, are not dream images, but images of a 
reality beyond dreams (in the lower image the 
photographer looks at us and at the visual universe 
unfolding above through shut eyelids).
When interviewed,11 Jokesz said about this work in 
particular that ‘the photo only documents the state 
in which it was taken,’ and that this heightened 
spiritual state was mainly the result of listening 
to music for six to eight hours per day: ‘i listened to 
extremely abstract music such as [györgy] Ligeti 
and Miles davis. Mainly Ligeti and John Cage pro-
duced accidental things that made you feel that is how 
the world works (...) At this level the point is not the 
story any more but that everything happens and ex-
ists at the same time. they don’t talk about actual 
things yet you feel that the whole universe is in 
them.’ Jokesz sought the photographic equivalents 
of this artistic vision of the world. this is why the 
‘captured moment’ does not satisfy him as he well 
knows that the same moment viewed from a slight-
ly different place would give an image with an 
entirely different meaning. 
Beke said of the triptych Light Transfusion (1981) 
that ‘this is perhaps Jokesz’s most individual crea-
tion until now.’ this opinion is equally applicable 
to the series of light drawings. these are indeed 
self-portraits with a highly individual concept in 
which Jokesz summarizes the problems of draw-
ing with light that concern him. the title of the 
work – analogous with a blood transfusion – prob-
ably implies that Jokesz felt that at the time he 
was taking the photographs, light gave him life. 
He tried to transfuse this light into himself, into 
his consciousness.  

JÁNOS VETŐ

in 1981–82 János vető (born 1953) produced sever-
al works using the bare bulb of a flashlight to draw 
with light.  during this period vető drifted further 
and further from the photographic idiom that he had 
already ‘stirred up’ as László Fábián noted in his re-
view of the Document No. 2 exhibition: ‘vető’s con-
cerns are shifting away from the constraints of pho-
tography and are coming to fruition at least in the 
field of intermedia, veering more towards the fine 
arts.’12 vető did indeed work together with the paint-
er and sculptor Lóránt Méhes (Zuzu) at that time, 
and turned his attention not only to painting revived 
through the ‘new wave,’ but also to music (the band 
Trabant). the reasons for this and other details need 
to be set out in a separate monograph, but what is 
important at this juncture is that drawing with light 
appeared in vető’s art in the transition between his 
neo-avant-garde and later postmodern (New Wave) 
works.  
the switch from the neo-avant-garde to a postmod-
ern approach in photography was relatively simple 
for vető to make because he had gone through the 
‘heroic avant-garde’ of the 1970s with a quasi post-
modern mindset, laid-back, easy-going, free of social 
and artistic utopias. Although vető took his projects 
seriously, he treated them as completely personal af-
fairs and not as part of some movement with an ap-
pealing goal. He did not even consider it worth mak-
ing fun of the communist reality around him, includ-
ing its sense of taste, let alone fighting against it.
in his work Unbreakeable Heart (1981) vető goes 
beyond the edges of the photographs and draws on or 
around the two prints with felt-tipped pens on the 

9 Beke, Op.cit., p.12.

10 stated in Antal Jokesz’s 
e-mail of 31 August 2006.

11 Antal Jokesz, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006. 

12 László Fábián, ‘változa tok a 
fényképezésre’ [variations on 
Photography], Fotó művészet, 
1981/1, p. 24.

János Vető, Light Drawing, 1981
gelatin silver print, 9 x 12, collection of the artist
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sheet of paper to which they are adhered. What is 
more, the photographs themselves go beyond the 
usual confines of the medium. in the lower image 
there is a curled paper streamer, in the shape of a 
saxophone, and a self-portrait with a cigarette and 
a necktie mounted together in a way that make the 
face scarcely visible. in the upper image there ap-
pears to be some kind of potted plant, but half of the 
picture is a scribbled white patch with strands of 
light made with a flashlight that spring out of the 
image in an eruption of psychedelic light. vető ex-
tends these strands onto the paper, and adjusts the 
white patch of light to line up with a similar patch in 
the image below.
the triptych Light Drawing (1981) is a similar psy-
chedelic self-portrait. in the top image vető attempts 
to draw over the image of his blurred face, highlight-
ing the eyes which, due to movement, appear as 
three instead of two. in the middle image he seems 
to want to edit the figure out of the picture by scratch-
ing over it with light. in the third image vető draws 
two eyes and an enormous mouth or moustache 
with his light pencil.
the triptych Light Flow (1981) is a montage of a 
positive self-portrait and a negative self-portrait 
which vető drew around with light and then added 
wisps of light to the right of the picture. executed 
on a totally black background, the trio of images as a 

whole create a nightmarish, diabolical impression.  
Happy New Year (1981) is basically a postcard. 
vető’s friend, the film director János Xantus, wrote 
the words and drew the specks on it. However, be-
hind the peaceful atmosphere, as vető explained 
when i interviewed him,13 there was a fairly morbid 
situation. in the neighboring room lay the corpse of 
the elderly woman with whom vető had entered into 
a contract to maintain and care for her as long as she 
lived in exchange for her apartment upon her death. 
the dead body was only removed two days later. 
Maya (1982) is a reproduction of a statue by gyula 
Pauer, which was well-known in Hungary among un-
derground artists. vető said that the work was in-
tended to be an illustration for endre t. rózsa’s 
planned monograph.14 the application of the light 
drawing, reminiscent of petroglyphs, finely high-
lights and counterbalances the statue’s eastern 
shapes.  
the idea for Ball of Light (1982) came from Péter 
Janesch, an architect and friend, who is visible in the 
images and with whom vető produced many joint 
works.15 He knew a trick where a tissue folded in a 
certain way was lit and then rose and floated in the 
air until it burnt out, as captured in this series of 
images. 
Erotic Paper Image (1982) leads into vető’s later pe-
riod, when he took photographs and made photo-
grams of strips of paper and minute objects with-
out a camera. in Erotic Paper Image he relates a 
story with sexual overtones with the aid of folded 
pieces of paper. the illusion is perfect, in particular 
the top left and middle right images, in which 
thighs and buttock folds are insinuated, but in real-
ity it is only papier maché. the last image seeming-
ly shows the pubic area between the thighs. this is 
scribbled over and made uncertain by vető with his 
light pencil.  

 
TIBOR SZALAI – LÁSZLÓ VINCZE

Light calligraphy
in 1981 tibor szalai (1958–1998), an architecture 
student living in a Budapest student hostel, and his 
friends istván Kotsis, Ferenc salamin, and László 
vincze (born 1958) formed an alternative music and 
art group which they called Brettschneider, borrow-
ing the name from  Jaroslav Hašek’s novel ‘The Good 
Soldier Švejk.’16 Based on vincze’s idea, the group de-
vised a photographic method which they called light 
calligraphy. in an empty, darkened room of the hos-
tel they placed a camera on a tripod with its shutter 
open and drew calligraphic symbols or geometric 
figures in the air with a burning candle, which the 
negative recorded, and then turned on the light for a 

13 János vető, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006.

14 Ibid.

15 Ibid.

16 János szoboszlai, ‘szalai ti-
bor művészete 1979 és 1984 
között. Fotográfiák és kollek-
tív művek a Brettschnei der-
csoporttal’ [tibor szalai’s Art 
between 1979 and 1984. Pho-
tographs and Collective Works 
with the Brettschneider 
group] in Miklós sulyok (ed.), 
Szalai Tibor (1958–1998) em-
lékkiállítása [retrospective 
exhibition of tibor szalai 
(1958–1998)], Budapest ga-
lé ria, Budapest, 2001, pp. 7–8. 
Hereafter i rely on this and 
László vincze’s verbal state-
ments.

János Vető, Maya, 1982
Negative, 36 x 24 mm, collection of the artist
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second so the situation and the environment would 
also be captured. 
these photoworks are beautiful, mysterious and 
very exciting from the aspect of photographic ex-
pression: they process over time appeared as a still 
image and the light drawings and ‘also capture the 
dynamics of a movement or series of movements 
and, due to this, they become visible as a line of 
force related to the body creating them.’17 the cre-
ative group showed their light calligraphy at Buda-
pest’s toldi Fotógaléria in June 1981. the names of 
tibor szalai and László vincze appeared on the 
invitation18 as the artists, but the works were made 
collectively: the other members of the group drew 
with light and vincze did the photographing, pro-
cessing, and printing. vincze recalls using potassi-
um ferricyanide to impart a brown tone to the 
black and white prints. the sentence ‘drawing a 
sketch of himself by flame’ was repeated on the 
back of the invitation many times and the names of 
the other two members of the group, istván Kotsis 
and Ferenc salamin, were listed under the heading 
‘acting.’
the typewritten copies of the samizdat texts on 
photography Fényképészeti Lapok19 include a text 
by Brett schneider signed by szalai which gave an 
explanatory description of the birth of these calli-
graphic works: ‘the flame burns the imagined 
drawing on light-sensitive material. this event 
probably cannot be recorded by anything else oth-
er than a camera and a light-sensitive sheet. (...) 
these are documents of motives, emotions and in-
tellectual and physical movements whose origin 
can be uncovered in ancient eastern calligraphy 
and modern painting (Pollock, tobey).’ the quota-
tion and the rest of the description demonstrate a 
high level of consciousness of the medium of pho-
tography. 

ATTILA PÁCSER 

Black light
Beginning in 1982 Attila Pácser (born 1953) experi-
mented over the course of ten years with using arti-
ficial light sources to form and modify what is visible 
in his photographs. the Black Light series (1982) 
was made using color positive film (slides tuned to 
artificial light) and the light source was a single neon 
tube. the images recorded on the slides were print-
ed on color paper, which produced negative images 
whose coloration was distorted both by the reversal 
and the neon lighting, which did not match the film’s 
color sensitivity. Pácser made female nudes with 
this technique resulting in unusual lighting and 
color effects, and occasionally in solarization.  this is 

another example of the creative exploitation of pho-
tographic faults within innovative photography as 
art. Pácser also used artificial light sources (neon 
tubes and ordinary bulbs) for some of his self-por-
traits made with black and white materials. He drew 
with these to modify the image and to ‘invalidate’ or 
cross through his self-image.

17 szoboszlai: op.cit., p. 8.

18 * 1981: toldi szalai.

19 three typed copies of the 
samizdat photographic 
publication by András Bán 
and László Lugo Lugosi were 
circulated.

Attila Pácser, Black Light III, 1982
Color photograph, 60 x 40, collection of the artist

Tibor Szalai – László Vincze, unt. from the Light Calligraphy series, 1981
gelatin silver print, sepia toned, 24 x 30, collection of László vincze
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Attila Pácser, Self-Light No. I, 1984
gelatin silver print, 24 x 30, collection of the artist
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Attila Pácser, Self-Light No. X, 1984
gelatin silver print, 24 x 30, collection of the artist
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Antal Jokesz, Light-Sensitive Dream 1–2, 1979
gelatin silver print, 23.3 x 16.8, HMP
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Antal Jokesz, Light-Sensitive Dream 3–4, 1979
gelatin silver print, 23.3 x 16.8, HMP
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Antal Jokesz, Light Transfusion, 1980
gelatin silver print, each 10 x 14; tableau 30.5 x 14.5, collection of the artist
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Antal Jokesz, Sexogram, 1980
gelatin silver print, each 10 x 14; tableau 30.5 x 14.5, collection of the artist
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Antal Jokesz, Catapult, 1980
gelatin silver print, each 10 x 14; 30.5 x 14.5, HMP



181

Antal Jokesz, Speed of Light, 1980
gelatin silver print, 23.3 x 16.8, HMP
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János Vető, Ball of Light, 1982
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist



183

János Vető, Light Drawing, 1981
gelatin silver print, each 9 x 12; image: 7 x 10, collection of Anna Kiss Kovács
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János Vető, Light Flow, 1981
Composit image of  24 x 36 mm negatives, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Happy New Year, 1979
two negatives, each 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Erotic Paper Image, 1982
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Irreparable Heart, 1981
gelatin silver print, colored with felt-tip pen, 24 x 18, HMP
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Tibor Szalai – László Vincze, unt. from the Light Calligraphy series, 1981
gelatin silver print, sepia toned, 24 x 30, collection of László vincze
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Tibor Szalai – László Vincze, unt. from the Light Calligraphy series, 1981
gelatin silver print, sepia toned, 24 x 30, collection of László vincze
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Tibor Szalai – László Vincze, unt. from the Light Calligraphy series, 1981
gelatin silver print, sepia toned, 24 x 30, collection of László vincze
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Tibor Szalai – László Vincze, unt. from the Light Calligraphy series, 1981
gelatin silver print, sepia toned, 24 x 30, collection of László vincze



192

Tibor Szalai – László Vincze, unt. from the Light Calligraphy series, 1981
gelatin silver print, sepia toned, 24 x 30, collection of László vincze



193

Tibor Szalai – László Vincze, unt. from the Light Calligraphy series, 1981
gelatin silver print, sepia toned, 24 x 30, collection of László vincze



194

Tibor Szalai – László Vincze, unt. from the Light Calligraphy series, 1981
gelatin silver print, sepia toned, 24 x 30, collection of László vincze
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Tibor Szalai – László Vincze, unt. from the Light Calligraphy series, 1981
gelatin silver print, sepia toned, 24 x 30, collection of László vincze
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Gábor Kerekes, Fish, 1982
gelatin silver print, 18.3 x 24.2, HMP
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eXPressive seLF-PortrAits

GÁBOR KEREKES

one of the keys to the self-portraits of gábor 
Kerekes (1945–2014), which are defaced or only 
show him in part, is the biographical fact that he 
was enlisted as an undercover agent by the Min-
istry of interior, as previously mentioned in the 
chapter Expressive Documentarism.1 the visual 
messages in the images, which allude to some form 
of hiding or a double life, can be understood within 
this context.
in 1977 Kerekes expressed his self-image and atti-
tude toward life in two triptychs.  the triptych 
Swing exploits unsharpness due to movement. in 
the first image, the camera moves with the swing, 
blurring and smudging the surrounding trees 
while the swing itself retains the sharpness of a 
still photo. this is a bizarre sight, the reverse of 
what we expect, because normally the backdrop 
remains sharp, while the swing in motion is 
blurred. Kerekes inverts this through his artifice 
and shows the feeling experienced while swinging. 
the middle image was taken with a wide-angle 
lens against the sun with the camera placed on the 
ground, the combination of which produces a sur-
real effect. the third image reproduces what some-
one sees and feels while swinging skyward. Swing 
is both a conceptual experiment in photographic 
language and an oblique self-portrait. the visual 
impressions of sitting on a swing also allude to the 
anxieties of the photographer. 
the triptych Bridge is likewise an oblique self-
portrait, as Kerekes explained in interview: ‘What 
if i had gone to the bridge to commit suicide? the 
weather was nasty, rainy, foul…’2 the use of a wide-
angle lens adds to the nightmarish quality of the im-
ages; the optical distortions suck the onlooker in like 
a vortex.  in the central image the bridge, which of-
fers security, tips, becoming insecure, with the dark, 
gaping river beside it. the surreal impression of the 
third image is made almost intolerable by the taper-
ing features of the image. A threatening, distressing 
mood pervades this triptych, and in this way it fits 
well with Kerekes’s self-portraits. His 1979 Self-Por-
trait almost didactically expresses that the person in 
the picture has a double life, wherein the sunlit half 
of his face is echoed by a second profile – a negative, 
white, shadow image.3 In Bathroom, the next self-

portrait from 198l, Kerekes uses his bathroom mir-
ror. the figure is blurred.  His face cannot be seen, 
only his silhouette. the most pronounced part of 
the image is the rope of the overhead clothes-dry-
ing rack dangling like a noose. the sight of the par-
tition wall and the rope slightly shifted out of axial 
symmetry, and the exaggerated proximity and in-
decision of the two dividing lines, create tension in 
the structure of the image. the untitled 1982 imge 
of his back also belies concealment and the striped 
shirt is reminiscent of a Hungarian prison uniform.
in 1984 Kerekes reviewed his life and career in a 
confessional essay. He concluded: ‘When i look in 
the mirror, i see an unbearable person who is un-
able to solve anything. i have become of no use to 
myself whatsoever. What can i do with this help-
less body? What can i do with these helpless 
thoughts?’4 Kerekes gave visual expression to this 
feeling in the picture where his hand is holding a 
pike. He probably regarded this work also as a self-
portrait: it was not by chance that a detail of this 
image appears on the cover of his book.5

1 Footnote 16.

2 gábor Kerekes, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

3 erwin Blumenfeld made 
portraits with this technique 
towards the end of the 1930s. 
see, for example, van deren 
Coke and diana C. du Pont, 
Photography: A facet of mod-
ernism, Hudson Hills, New 
york, 1986, pp. 88–89.

4 gábor Kerekes, ‘Kezdem a 
gyerekkornál’ [starting in 
Childhood], Fotóművészet, 
1984/3, p. 44.

5 gábor Kerekes, Hetve nes-
nyolcvanas [seventies 
eighties], Magdolna Kolta 
(ed.), Magyar Fotográfiai 
Múzeum, Kecs kemét, 2003.

seLF-PortrAit CoNCePts

Gábor Kerekes, unt., 1982
gelatin silver print, 24.2 x 18.1, HMP
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JÁNOS SZERENCSÉS

Stories on the wall
As we have already seen in his images in the park, 
jános szerencsés (1950–2009) gave a prominent 
role to shadows in composing his images. in the 
series Stories on the Wall (1981), the shadows in 
szerencsés’s room come to life, taking on an inde-
pendent existence as if in a child’s imagination. in 
one, a strange, bird-like figure resembling an ostrich 
stretches its neck toward  a map of historic Hungary 
on the wall. in another there are shadows also redo-
lent of birds – two storks – which in fact are the 
shadow of candelabra with candle-shaped bulbs. 
in the third, a towering pile of documents and pho-
tographs on a desk resemble a Chinese pagoda. the 
fourth image is not a shadow picture but a photo-
graph of an erotic poster on the wall. the art histo-
rian László Beke’s question seems most appropriate 
here: ‘How is it possible to take a photo of a photo so 
that the reproduction in part – but only in part! – 
identifies with the reproduced?’6 the fifth image in 
the series is of a woman’s torso reflected in a dam-
aged mirror: the head is not in view and the body is 
wrapped in the same aluminium foil as the garden 
parapet in Memorial (1982, see the chapter Urban 
Visions). Her arms and legs, which are left free, are 
covered in ‘freckles,’ as are other parts of the image, 
due to the flaking of the mirror’s silver.
the exact date of Stories on the Wall is January 27, 
1981, as szerencsés told in an interview for the sam-
izdat on photography Fényképészeti Lapok, or more 
precisely its unpublished yearbook.7 szerencsés ex-
plained his creative philosophy at the time: ‘My only 
aim with photography is to always photograph my-
self. And the image, no matter what it shows, should 
be characteristic of only me, reflecting my state of 
mind and feelings for my environment, the world 
and also for myself.’ szerencsés goes on to recount 
that he took the shots for Stories on the Wall in his 
room, ‘which i had seen quite enough of whether 
i was feeling fine or in a bad way, sleepy, tired… 
suddenly i felt a compulsion to photograph it as a 
faithful reflection of my true self at that time.’ so 
this series, as well as his other images, must be inter-
preted as indirect self-portraits of szerencsés. 

BLurred seLF-PortrAits 

JÁNOS VETŐ

The Houdini of the darkroom
János vető (born 1953) devised his own version of 
the blurred self-portrait in 1976 when he was only 
almost 23 years old. the essence of the concept was 

that vető did not use motion when shooting but 
shifted the portrait while making the print, thus cre-
ating an unusual photographic effect. As most of the 
images were made by printing two negatives onto 
each other or through other manipulations, it was 
very important that as little trace of this as possible 
should appear in the prints. in the analogue, chemi-
cal technique of making photographs this was not 
easy, and so vető said of himself with no small meas-
ure of pride, ‘i was the Houdini of the darkroom.’8 
But what was the point of his conjuring? Clearly, it 
was partly being able to do the ‘stunt,’ devising a 
new means of photographic expression. vető’s ‘shift-
ed’ images – as i will endeavour to show in a few 
examples – are a very subtle way of probing photog-
raphy as a visual language. the other aspect is – as 
with any self-portrait – that these works were a 
search for identity. Moreover, these two things, de-
vising a new means of photographic expression and 
examining one’s personality, complement each oth-
er well. the problem of artistic identity in the self-
portrait interested vető, just as it did other artists 
using photography who were concerned about sim-
ilar issues. He wanted to find out as much as possi-
ble about himself as an artist.   
Like similar images by vető, Real? Unreal? II (1976) 
was made by combining two negatives and print-
ing them as one image on the same sheet of photo-
graphic paper. the result is the visual vibrancy in-
dicated by the title: at first sight it appears to be a 
real image in which everything is in place, never-
theless something is not right.
vető did not invent the creative techniques of dou-
ble-exposure of the same frame or sandwiching neg-
atives. in the previous chapter i mentioned that 
these were among the photographic means consid-
ered important by Moholy-Nagy.9  However, printing 
one image onto another with a few differing compo-
nents so that they overlap to form a third image, 
rather than simply blending, was vető’s invention.  
In Real? Unreal? II the hair and the tie were the two 
visual elements that vető used as the reference 
points for the adjustment. the cigarette, the mouth 
and the shirt collar have shifted, although it is barely 
perceptible, and obviously the two pairs of sunglass-
es do not cover each other perfectly. the sunglasses 
could even be described as the actual subject of the 
image. Which pair should i put on? Which ones re-
flect my personality better? in the subculture and 
the alternative music and artistic circles in which 
vető moved, this was by no means an unimportant 
question.
the image entitled With Kitty (1976) shows larger 
differences between the two images that are com-
bined. From the waist down the resultant centaur-
esque figure is ostensibly one, only there are two 

6 László Beke, ‘szerencsés 
János képalkotó stratégiái’ 
[János szerencsés’s image-
Making strategies], Fotó mű
vészet, 1984/4, p. 55. Beke 
doesn’t mention that the orig-
inal  photograph is from the 
Pentax Calendar of 1980, by 
guy Bourdin.  

7 Korrelációk. Szerencsés 
Jánossal beszélget Bán András 
[Correlations. András Bán 
talks to János szerencsés] 
typewritten, 4 pages. Cd: 1 
Cikkek, tanulmányok/gépira-
tok/1982 FL Évkönyv 08: 
07-09.

8 János vető, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006.

9 see Footnote 3 of the 
chapter Light Drawings. 
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bodies, two heads and four arms. Half of the figure is 
waiting for a hug with outspread arms, while the 
other half’s wish has been fulfilled by the cat cradled 
in his arms. the question is whether the latter was 
precisely what was wished for.
the most bizarre image in the series is Open/Closed 
(1976). Maybe this is because it is, in a technical 
sense, the most successful. vető’s portraits, one 
with eyes open and the other with eyes closed, 
overlap each other perfectly, so his open eyes peer 
through his closed eyelids. indeed, vibration rather 
than translucence is at work: the more you look 
into his eyes the less possible it is to decide whether 
they are open or closed. in this duality vető sum-
mons up the magical power of photography and the 
photographer. it is as if a cadaver suddenly opens 
his eyes and looks at us. spine-chilling! 
Double Reality (1976) is the companion of Real? Un-
real? II, although in a technical sense the cigarette 
has the opposite function here and the work itself 
was made differently. vető took an image of himself 
with two cigarettes in his mouth and then printed 
the negative in three phases. First he enlarged the 
half with the cigarette, then covered it to expose 
the other half in two phases, moving the print a 
fraction before the second exposure, which pro-
duced two right eyes. the overall effect creates un-
certainty through visual and photographic means: 

it seems that there are two cigarettes because of 
the double-exposure, although it is exactly this fea-
ture that corresponds with ‘reality.’ 
this work is also about the omnipotence of photog-
raphy and the photographer and their power to 
create reality; or at least the power to create illu-
sions of reality. vető explained this in my interview 
with more general implications: ‘For me reality 
was always suspicious, and photography is never-
theless bound in some way to reality. And i began 
to like how a new reality could be shown with a 
mirror of reality.’10

the concept of To Right and Left (1976) is similar to 
With Kitty in that there is a relatively large differ-
ence between the two superimposed images. this 
photographic image also produces a centauresque 
being, in this case two-faced, or a being whose head 
has two ears in the center, and an eye, a nose, and a 
mouth to the right and to the left. When we look at 
the image as a visual document in the manner in 
which we are conditioned, the dilemma remains. 
the new visual element here, compared to vető’s 
previous self-portraits, is that he photographs him-
self half naked, probably under the influence of the 
punk star iggy Pop, who had emerged at that time. 

PÉTER TÍMÁR

Laid-out likeness
Péter tímár’s (born 1948) unusual Two-Sided Self-
Portrait (1982) was made with a Xerox. tímár 
placed his head on the glass plate of the machine, 
turning it 180° while being ‘scanned’ and keeping 
his eyes firmly shut because of the strong light. the 
result is bizarre, as if his face was flayed and laid 
out for scanning. the Xerox copier, working on the 
principle of today’s scanners, turned the passage of 
time in which tímár rolled his head from one side 
to the other into a still image, producing an ex-
traordinary pictorial likeness.

seLF-PortrAits reFLeCtiNg oN
tHe MediuM oF PHotogrAPHy

ANTAL JOKESZ
 
reflection on the medium of photography appears 
in two different ways in the self-portraits of Antal 
Jokesz (born 1952). in his earlier images the physi-
cal symbols of a photographer, such as a camera, are 
used as emphatic elements of his self-portraits. in 
his later images he includes pictorial aspects intrin-
sic to photographic film, such as the black frame of 
the negative.  

10 János vető, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006.

János Vető, With Kitty, 1976
gelatin silver print, 25 x 25; image: 23.5 x 15.5, vintage galéria
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Images of self-awareness 
as a photographer 
Antal Jokesz was always interested in questions 
about photography as a medium. of his early works, 
this was most apparent in his self-portraits. He 
placed himself in his 1976 triptych Slow Train by in-
cluding his extended arm with which he holds the 
camera, thus indicating how the shot was taken. so 
the meaning of this series of images in this reading 
is roughly, ‘i am jolting with you down this local 
track but still i’m different: i’m a photographer.’
Jokesz’s self-awareness is even more pronounced in 
Mirror Image of my Mirror Image (1976), where al-
most every detail is about photography itself. For ex-
ample, Jokesz deliberately includes the black frame 
of the negative because this is an indication, in pho-
tographic language, that the image is an authentic 
document, showing everything on the negative, 
without cropping or external intervention.   in addi-
tion to this, as two thirds of the frame is empty, the 
black edges serve to define the perimeters of the im-
age. A loosely twisted curtain suggests a real loca-
tion of some sort, and it is precisely this looseness 
that indicates that the image was not taken in a stu-
dio. the lens is in the center of the image, the pho-
tographer having lowered the camera from his eye, 
because otherwise it would have covered his face.
the name ‘Nikon’ is clearly visible on the camera 
body, which in itself speaks of photography. on the 

surface it is about the photographer’s working tool, 
but it is more than that. At the time it was about a 
brand of camera that was only a dream for most 
photographers in Hungary. 
thus we may think that Jokesz is bragging with his 
Nikon, but it is worth noting that this excellent cam-
era with a 20 mm wide-angle Nikkor lens belonged 
to Bálint Flesch, who sometimes lent it to other art-
ists at the colony in debrecen in eastern Hungary 
where this shot was taken.11 Although this back-
ground information is not essential, it is an impor-
tant fact in photographic circles where this image 
lived a life of its own.
Likewise, in this photographic subculture, the seem-
ingly overcomplicated title Mirror Image of My Mir-
ror Image was easy to understand. the title refers to 
the fact that we see ourselves laterally reversed in a 
mirror.12 Jokesz had to reverse the negative when 
printing to get the image to read the right way 
round, to make for instance the word Nikon on the 
camera legible and the watch appear on his left 
wrist. in other words, he had to deceive. And this 
leads us right to the heart of the problem of photog-
raphy as a medium: the duality of ‘reality’ and ‘pho-
tographic reality.’ 
the virtual image in the mirror is replicated by pho-
tographic means (more precisely, it is replicated by 
the lens and the light-sensitive materials of the 
emulsion) as a two-dimensional, recorded image. 
uprooted from the real processes of time and space, 
this existing image is now the reality of the negative 
and has to be uprooted from the ‘reality’ and the 
conventions of the language of photography by 
printing it in reverse in order to make the image 
seem ‘real.’ one would not think that so many twists 
could be condensed into what appears to be the sim-
plest of images. 

On the medium of photography 
Jokesz’ works between 1978 and 1982 can also be 
seen as a quest to seek answers about the medium 
of photography as it relates to the photographer 
Antal Jokesz. these works are about the process of 
searching for artistic identity. it is not a coincidence 
that Jokesz gave the title SelfDefinition to one of his 
synopsis works,13 nor is it a coincidence that in a 
1985 interview he said about his work, ‘every photo 
is about the same thing. they are about me and 
photography.’14

in his composition Face-Off (1981) Jokesz flies in the 
face of all the rules of portraying people. the print, 
which includes the perforated edges of the film at 
top and bottom, was made by shifting the negative 
strip in the enlarger to expose the right and left 
halves of two adjoining frames.  the left side of the 
image is empty and black.  the right side is domi-

Antal Jokesz, Slow Train, 1976
Negative, 36 x 24 mm, collection of the artist

11 Antal Jokesz, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006.

12 A reflection the right way 
round is obtained by looking 
into the axis of two mirrors at 
right angles to each other.

13 Cd: stúdió/egyéb: Jokesz 
Képsorok.

14 & 1986: Jokesz fotók 
kiállítása.
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nated by an excessively large, white space, with the 
subject’s bisected figure positioned at the far right.  
No further clues about the appearance of the person 
in question, i.e., Jokesz, are provided. disregarding 
standard photographic rules becomes a creative de-
vice in Jokesz’s hand: in the self-portrait he con-
fronts himself with both the physical and pictorial 
properties of the negative and the medium.
VISIONcorrection (1981) is a composit print. Jokesz 
combined two self-portraits by turning the upper 
one upside down on its axis and shifting it a little to 
one side during enlargement so that the lamp, 
visible in both images, connects the two images 
perfectly. the light of the lamp is very overexposed, 
burning in the sides of the frame. in the upper 
image the long exposure time shrouds the visible 
part of the face in mist; there is a good chance that 
the camera was moving, too. the unusual, uncon-
ventional linkage, based on pure visuality, strength-
ens the already surreal pictorial ambience of the 
two images. 

LÁSZLÓ TÖRÖK 

Asynchronous self-portrait 
Asynchronous Self-Portrait (1980) by László török 
(born 1948) is another work which concerns the 
medium as it examines how a photographic fault 
can be turned into a creative principle. the two 
shots were taken with flash so that the camera’s 
shutter and the operation of the flash were not syn-
chronized. As the camera had a horizontal, travel-
ling curtain shutter,15 only part of the light of the 
flash reflected from the object was recorded on 
the negative and the rest remained unlit because it 
was covered by the curtain. the title of the work 
also suggests that the upper and lower images are 
paired in vain. As they were taken at different 
times, they do not align.  

ISTVÁN SZIRÁNYI

Photo-machine-man
the conceptual self-portraits on the medium of pho-
tography by the graphic artist istván szirányi (born 
1951) considered here turn his personal, intimate 
relationship with the physical accessories of photog-
raphy, the camera and the cable release, into photo-
graphic images.
His best known image Self-Exposure (1975) was 
shown at the Exposure exhibition16 in the town of 
Hatvan and appeared in the catalogue with a short 
text. in the catalogue szirányi calls his work the 
photographic equivalent of a plaster mask, and in-

deed the image does resemble a death mask. the 
self-exposure, as can be seen in the photo, was made 
by operating the cable release with his tongue, 
mouth, and cheek muscles. Whether intentional or 
not, the cable release dangling from his mouth also 
creates the impression of a state of reverie induced 
by smoking opium. in 1978 szirányi showed the 
work as offset, monochrome prints realized on vari-
ously colored graphic sheets. one of these appears 
here. 
in Hungarian, the central word of the title Photo– 
Machine–Man (1976) creates a neat pun, combining 
as the suffix of the first word (fényképezőgép) to 
mean ‘camera’ and as the prefix of the third word 
(gépember) to mean ‘robot.’ However, the use of 
hyphens to separate the three words implies that 
not the Machine, but the Man, took the photos. the 
diptych itself, whose lower image was given the in-
dependent title A Man Taking a Photograph, can 
also be seen as an artistic documentation of the 
actio n of making a self-portrait. if you think about 
it, this is a fairly unusual self-portrait from several 
points of view. 
the upper image shows szirányi with his Praktica 
camera tied to his head and dangling cable release. 
the first impression is the humorous visualisation 
of the idea that the brain of a photographer works 
like a camera. An important, yet not overemphasized 
factor of the image, is that it was taken outside, and 

15 A black curtain with a slit. 
When the shutter is released, 
the curtain is pulled from one 
drum to another, leaving the 
frame of the film open for the 
exposure time. 

16 Hungarian title: expozíció 
& 1976: expozíció, (n. p.)

István Szirányi, Brain Delayed Action, 1976
gelatin silver print, 30.7 x 24, collection of the artist
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thus the Machine–Man pairing can be expanded 
with the word ‘Nature’ into the twentieth century 
philosophical triad. the upper image could be, but is 
not, the expression of this triad as a slightly surpris-
ing but classic self-portrait. 
the image itself was not taken by szirányi, but a 
friend. the camera tied to szirányi’s head did not 
take a shot of himself, but of his friend, the Man, 
who was taking the photograph of him. interpret-
ing the two images together, the diptych is about 
the impossibility and paradoxical nature of taking 
a self-portrait – in the upper image szirányi’s face 
cannot be seen as it is covered by the camera.
Brain Delayed Action (1976) taken at the same time 
expresses the same contradiction. the image shows 
szirányi with the camera removed from his head, 
but the strings with which it had been secured still 
hanging like nerves from his brain. the cable release 
is in his hand as if he were taking a self-portrait – 
but obviously this too is absolute eyewash as the 
cable is connected to his head, and not to the camera 
taking the shot. 
Self-Violinisation (1979) takes the same thought 
further, broadening it toward a new dimension. Art 
is added to the Man–Machine–Nature triad. Art is 
represented by playing the violin together with the 
tangible accessories of a music stand, a violin, and a 
bow, which is physically linked to the camera by a 
cable release. the music stand is actually the cam-
era stand, and the violin and the bow the respec-
tive equivalents of the camera and cable release.
the personal, biographical background to this is 
that szirányi’s father was a professional violinist 
and his elder brother a cellist.17 szirányi himself 
played the cello as a child, and perhaps it is not co-
incidental that he couples and compares his own 
art with the art of playing the violin as this ges-
ture stresses the relationship with his father’s and 
brother’s art. 
As in the previous diptych, the upper image of this 
pair is a mock self-portrait. szirányi did not take 
the image, but his friend in the lower one did. the 
latter would not work on its own as a self-portrait, 
while the former by itself would be a lie, so this 
self-portrait only works in this form, as a diptych. 
today faabry-sirany-siamese (1975) would be made 
with Photoshop, but it would be nothing compared 
to doing this manually in 1975. szirányi’s doctored 
image adopts sándor Fábry, today a comedian and 
talk show host, as a siamese twin – a brilliant visu-
al gag despite its mild sentimentality.

seLF-PortrAit seQueNCes

JÁNOS VETŐ 

in 1976, at the same time the self-portraits using 
superimposition, as described above, were made, 
János vető (born 1953) was devising self-portraits 
based on a variation of the concept. in a certain 
sense his approach was precisely the opposite: 
here vető explored constructing an image from 
more than one print, rather than more than one 
negative, and combining several prints to make 
one image. 
Another Yellow Continent (1976), a triptych, repre-
sents a transition between the two concepts. vető 
used the two images that appear at the top of the 
triad to form a third, larger image, which is posi-
tioned below.  the upper prints show a young man 
with a playful streak across his face, while a hard-
ened warrior peers out of the lower. the montage 
portrays vető with a fiercer appearance than might 
be expected from the overlapping of the starting 
images. this transformation was probably what 
vető intended; perhaps that is why he chose to 
show the genesis of the montage as well as the 
resul t.
the title of the work is difficult to penetrate, but 
probably refers to vető’s predilection for discover-
ing Asian traits in himself, maybe due to the shape 

17 verbal statement by istván 
szirányi. 

János Vető, Positive-Negative 1, 1976
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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of his eyes. the title of another image (Asia) and the 
alias he adopted in the second half of the 1980s 
(China) suggest the same thing. there are several 
known versions of Asia (1978), as diptychs and trip-
tychs, as well as renditions made of six and eight 
images. each in fact is an independent work be-
cause, at least by traditional photographic means, it 
is impossible to reproduce the exact same image 
more than once through the process of sandwich-
ing negatives. However, the concept behind each 
one is the same: how combining two or more im-
ages can create an end result that evince hidden 
traits in vető. there is something frightening and 
alarming in these images.
Mutant Date (1976) is a visual joke in which vető is 
getting ready for a date in the same manner as his 
partner. He combs his hair in one style and then an-
other, and tries on different sunglasses. the bot-
tom right image may or may not be the preferred 
iteration – though i would vote for the one that is 
two above it – but that is not the point. through 
photographic means the sequence shows the con-
scious transformation and fashioning of his appear-
ance, which, as already mentioned, was an impor-
tant thing in vető’s subculture.
Invitation18 (1976) is a visual statement of the fun-
damental dilemma of taking a self-portrait: how can 
i be on opposite sides of the camera at the same 
time? the obvious answer is that it is not possible. 
the triptych demonstrates just this. the first image 
is an ordinary self-portrait – but the photographer 
who took it is missing. in the second his hand points 
to the scene — but the model is missing. in the third 
one only the shadow of the photographer taking 
the picture is visible, thus cancelling the first image. 
oh well, the self-portrait of a photographer is not 
an easy genre.
it is interesting that when Invitation was pub-
lished,19 the images appeared in the reverse order, 
which naturally changes their interpretation: from 
the shadow in the upper image, photography or the 
photographer conjures a self-portrait before our 
eyes. A nice variation, indeed.  
Positive-Negative 1 (1976) is a self-portrait similar 
to the others that explores the medium of photog-
raphy. vető examines the nature of the medium 
while trying to discover something other about his 
own face than what appears in the mirror. the up-
per of the two images is in fact a proper self-por-
trait with a black backdrop. His face seems a little 
more tense than need be, but that is of no signifi-
cance. the lower image looks like a negative ver-
sion of this, but the facial expression betrays that it 
is not. so what is it? if you take a closer look, you 
will see that vető has tricked us. it is not the image 
that is the negative but he himself. He powdered 

his hair white with flour, blackened his face with 
soot,20 and changed shirts. the two images togeth-
er suggest it doesn’t matter that i look like a nega-
tive, i’m still myself. 
Positive-Negative 2 (1976), the companion of the 
previous diptych, is interesting because vető shows 
a new face, that of a clean-shaven dandy. the logic of 
the oppositional elements presented in the previous 
diptych still apply, but in this one the removal of 
clothing between the top and bottom shots, and 
changing from sunglasses to clear lenses sufficed – 
although one may wonder the point of a pair of com-
pletely transparent sunglasses. And returning to the 
first image, are the dark glasses to protect against 
the sun or prying eyes? And going back again, what 
happens if you don’t hide your face?

18 the original Hungarian title 
‘Hívás’ has a double meaning: 
invitation and developing the 
film/print.

19 & 1983: Helyzet sáros pa-
tak, p. 6.

20 János vető, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006.

János Vető, Positive-Negative 2, 1976
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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ATTILA VÉCSY 

the reader will encounter the works of Attila vécsy 
(born 1954) several times in my next volume on 
postmodern (New Wave) Hungarian photography 
as he was one of the principle figures in this move-
ment. i was in fact surprised that prior to this, in 
the second half of the 1970s, he also created works 
in the neo-avant-garde spirit as there is hardly any 
trace of this in contemporary publications. there is 
no real explanation for this as he belonged to both 
the young Artists’ Club and the studio of young 
Photographers, but for some reason it appears he 
did not become part of its inner circle. it is a pity 
because based on his works he ought to have been 
included.
in his sequence Epilation (1979) vécsy shows how 
to get rid of hair that is indicative of gender. the end 
result in his case is not a virtual or visual sex change, 
but the deprivation of masculinity, self-castration, a 
punk, never-mind-the-bollocks, ‘settling scores with 
everything’ attitude (sex Pistols). At least the ag-
gressive, open scissors held in front of his eye, 
which threaten the eyebrow hair, and the cut-out 
facial features in the last image, allow this conclu-
sion to be drawn. still, it is a mere game demonstrat-
ing how vital a mous tache, beard, and bushy eye-
brows can be to a man.
one of vécsy’s best known works, Snowy Self-Por-
trait (1978), was taken, according to the artist,21 
with a little help on a winter’s day. one of his friends 
pressed the button of the camera’s cable release 
at the right moments, while another threw snow at 
vécsy with a shovel to speed up the time frame of 
the shoot.
this little étude is a truly brilliant conceptual work. 
First of all, it is a visual joke, the pictorial transla-
tion of the saying ‘snowed under,’ meaning being 
overworked and exceptionally busy. Precisely be-
cause of this word for word rendering, the end re-
sult is slightly absurd, drawing attention to the 
phrase’s rather fuzzy linguistic origin. What is more, 
the sequence of four images is a witty caricature of 
the ‘momentariness’ of photographs, as its subject 
is the clear visualization of time and its passage. in 
a more conventional pictorial statement the last 
image would be sufficient as the passage of time is 
visible in it, but as several phases are shown the 
absurdity of the situation becomes even sharper. 
there is one other way of reading the sequence of 
images to add to the previous interpretation. the 
man standing in black clothes and hat in the first 
image is gradually purified, almost becoming part 
of nature.   

GYÖRGY STALTER 

in the last third of the 1970s györgy stalter (born 
1956) produced numerous self-portraits, most of 
them using sequence as the photographic means 
of expression. Besides the actual subject of the se-
ries of images, the chosen form and the presentation 
of the images have a common general message that 
appears to be more important than anything else to 
the artist: i have become a photographer! 
the work entitled Operation (1976) is composed of 
seven images and gives a photographic description 
of a shocking experience stalter had as a young man, 
at the age of 20.22 in order to dodge the draft, when 
called up he produced symptoms that simulated 
stomach and other abdominal pains by doing yoga 
exercises. He was taken to the hospital for observa-
tion, where his simulation proved so convincing that 
he actually induced bilious attacks and underwent 
major surgery. the series documents how he tried 
to overcome the anxiety caused by the operation by 
taking images and fooling around in front of the cam-
era, but his fear of military service is also evident.
Waiting (1978) is the emotional opposite of the pre-
vious work, the photographic expression of the hap-
py impatience of waiting for his girlfriend at a Metro 
station. the series is in fact a contact sheet of a roll 
of film – and the importance of this gesture, namely 
that the artist regards the aid for image selection 
as the work, is significant with respect to the nature 
of photography. stalter does not change the order of 
the images; that is, he does not manipulate events. 
He does not choose between the images, thus ex-
pressing that there is no preferred moment or, to put 
it the other way round, indicating that every mo-
ment is significant. this is particularly important 
considering that the frames showing the moments 
of the meeting are deliberately blown out by the 
flash. the overheated emotional state is kept in 
check by the ‘tűzcsap,’ sign, which means ‘fire hy-
drant,’ positioned behind stalter.
the clock over the fire hydrant, however, gives a 
slightly different meaning to the events. At 18:00 
stalter is confident; by 18:23 he is somewhat mo-
rose; by 18:33 he is about to abandon all hope — but 
then the girl he has been waiting for shows up: kiss, 
electrical discharge, halo. But what happens? the 
girl disappears. At 18:56 stalter is deflated. And not 
a soul is in sight.
or maybe the girl didn’t come at all? stalter only 
imagined that she did? of course, it is difficult to de-
scribe this in a photograph, but perhaps the over-
exposure of the images of the meeting implies that 
the scene was fictional. the order of the images 
allows this interpretation, too. indeed, it would 
seem the most likely interpretation. 

21 verbal statement by Attila 
vécsy.

22 györgy stalter, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006.

Attila vécsy, c. 1975

györgy stalter, c. 1974
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Playground
in stalter’s triptychs SelfFulfilment series (1979) 
the playful elements and regression to childhood are 
at least as important as the space and recording it 
photographically.
But to begin at the beginning: why would a 23-year-
old photographer want to go back to his childhood? 
the prima facie answer is self-evident, for much the 
same reason that many young writers explore their 
childhood as a search for identity, and to understand 
themselves and their social environment in the com-
munist system. the early short stories of the inter-
nationally acclaimed Hungarian novelists Péter 
Nádas and Péter esterházy are good examples of 
this. of course, it is difficult for a photographer (or 
filmmaker) to make the journey in time with his 
current self as the model and this will inevitably 
have ironic overtones. the sight of stalter as an 
overgrown, gawky youth dressed in a track suit (re-
ferred to in Hungarian at the time as a ‘teddy bear 
suit’) is pretty funny, as are his antics on a carpet-
beating frame and a climbing frame, or perched in a 
cot or a swing, under a five-a-side football goal, or 
playing a ghost in front of concrete bunkers.  
But the question is, do you feel like laughing at him? 
to be honest, not really. the whole environment is 
so run-down and bleak, the equipment intended for 
play is so cheerless, and this overgrown child so 
lonely in these deserted spaces that you feel more 
like crying than laughing. stalter is also a bit somber 
as he larks around in the playful situations he con-
ceived. Nowhere is there a flicker of a smile on his 
face. What is more, he is a mere tool in several trip-
tychs from the series, using himself to indicate the 
spatial coordinates. it is true that two horizontals 
and a vertical mark a specific point in space, but in 
any event they only indicate a single point. in all, this 
series of self-portraits is troubling rather than liber-
ating. Maybe it also contains the anxieties stalter 
foresaw in the future of his first child, who was born 
at about that time.

seLF-PortrAit MoNtAges

JÁNOS VETŐ 

Images in a mirror
An early work of János vető (born 1953) from 
around 1974 used an obvious way of taking a self-
portrait — a mirror. in the image Auto-Portrait in a 
Mirror (1974) he has long hair, and wears jeans, a 
sweatshirt, and a wild boar tusk around his neck as 
he leans nonchalantly against a doorframe. the 
camera is held casually at hip height. if he can’t 
make it disappear, he is at least trying to make it as 

inconspicuous as possible to effect nonchalance.
Besides his wish to take a shot of himself, the oval 
shape of the mirror obviously appealed to vető as 
the framing of the composition around it is as nar-
row as possible. 
In Self-Mirror 1 (1974)23 the mirror becomes an 
image-making element as vető integrates it into 
the picture in a natural way. this changes the mean-
ing and moreover the genre of the image: an archi-
tectural image becomes a self-portrait. 

Sequence montages 
some of vető’s self-portraits combine the structur-
al principles of the sequence and the montage. 
these are sequence montages which are composed 
of strange visual elements. A prime example of 
these dual-type images is Self-Portrait with Loaned 
Body Parts (1978), a composition with four images. 
the first image is an interesting self-portrait in it-
self due to the impression made by vető’s white-

23 in one version this 
appeared under the title 
Self-Approach.

György Stalter, Operation, 1976
gelatin silver print on card, 30 x 23.7 cm, collection of the artist
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framed sunglasses and a white shirt hanging in the 
background. the next is of a cloth doll wearing 
vető’s favourite apparel at the time, a white shirt, 
tie, and vest. the third comes as something of a 
shock in this context, a woman in white knickers 
shown from the waist down to her knees. the last 
is even more shocking: a pair of hen’s feet against 
the background of a man’s white shirt. the four im-
ages read together form a grotesque puppet with a 
disturbingly life-like head. the white shirt behind 
vető’s head recalls a ghost story and the hen’s feet 
allude to a voodoo ritual. 
the Apolloprogram (1979) is somehow the pair of 
this image, although they don’t form a dyptich. When 
i asked vető about the title, i.e. whether it is an allu-
sion to the space program, or to the greek god of 
music, truth, and prophecy, he said, ‚Both of them: 
the space program and the greek god. But in fact this 
is an astronaut.’24 And a special, metaphoric „self-
portrait” as well. the head of the figure is obviously 
not a picture of vető, or to be more precise, the „face” 
is not his, however, the double-exposure of the head 
of the small, die-cast, horse figure is a direct copy of 
the picture To right and left. the second image is the 
upper body of vető wearing some pseudo-parapher-
nalia of space travel: leather straps with wires stuck 
into them, the latter perhaps serving as the instru-
ment for communication to earth? the hands in the 
third image are actually monkey paws borrowed 
from a pair of Art deco book-ends, and finally the 
fourth, which at first seems to be a picture of vető’s 
thighs decorated with feathers, which moreover 
look like the fire tails of rockets, but is in fact a pho-
tograph of feathers from a woman’s Art deco hat 
hung in a nook made of papier-mâché. the book-
ends with the monkey figure and the hat once 
belonged to vető’s aunt, the former owner of the 
apartment vető inherited. so this was a journey not 
just in space, but it was a time travel as well.
vető’s most disturbing self-portrait is Song for 
Europe (1978). the disturbing factor here is the in-
corporation of female genitalia into his self-portrait. 
this may be exactly what vető wanted to achieve, 
or at least the withdrawn, detached body language 
of the upper image suggests this. thus far, but 
no further? i don’t know and obviously there is no 
need to decide. 
Chess (1979) is also a combination of the sequence 
and montage, but the relationship seen in the pre-
vious works is reversed. Now vető combines three 
self-portraits. the upper image is a montage of an 
extremely low-angle self-portrait and a chess board, 
and the lower image shows the pieces of a torn-up 
self-portrait reminiscent of the dark squares of a 
chessboard. Between the two there is a ‘normal’ self-
portrait with sunglasses. Apart from this visual cor-

respondence, it is hard to give the triptych a more 
specific meaning. the work is visually so strong and 
the arrangement in descending steps is so harmoni-
ous that a verbal explanation is unnecessary.
the poster and the catalogue of the 1980 Document 
No. 2 exhibition25 consisted of portraits of the three 
exhibiting photographers superimposed on one 
another. the image Photo: Jokesz–Szerencsés–Vető, 
which was made for this purpose. it is clearly the 
result of a joint endeavor, but i consider it among 
vető’s self-portraits because similar works from 
earlier in his career likely provided the basic idea, 
although szerencsés’s Genetic Portrait 26 and Jokesz’s 
double exposures must have contributed to it as 
well.27 to use vető’s favorite expression, the montage 
provides striking visual proof that the three artists 
‘made a good team.’

JÁNOS SZERENCSÉS 

Self-Reproduction Attempt (1981) is an ironic self-
portrait where János szerencsés (born 1950) shows 
what a bother it is to take a self-portrait with a 
mirror and a copy stand. in this twisted photo-
graphic situation, szerencsés formulates the duality 
of his position where one self is a professional 
photographer and the other self is an artist using 
photo graphy, and the two diverge sharply from each 
other. When interviewed by András Bán about this, 
he said, ‘i’ve managed to create a bipolar life of 
making a living and doing what interests me. For a 
long time now the two have not come into conflict.’28 
Self-Reproduction Attempt visually replicates the 
paradox that when a reproduction is made, the face 
– the true self – cannot be seen. 

24 Conversation with János 
vető, december 12, 2016.

25 * 1980: dokumentum, 
veszprém.

26 see the next chapter.

27 in an interview vető stated 
that he made the print. (see 
János vető, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006.) Contra-
dicting this statement is the 
fact that on the only print 
known to exist there is a  title 
handwritten by Jokesz,  who 
claims he printed this image. 
(see Antal Jokesz’s email to 
sándor szilágyi, december 8, 
2016.) When i confronted 
vető with this new informa-
tion, he said, ’Perhaps the 
print is not my work - but the 
idea of the triple exposure 
was mine, that’s for sure.’ 
Conversation with János vető, 
december 12, 2016. 

28 see the footnote No. 7.

János vető: JokeszSzerencsésVető, 1980
gelatin silver print, 22.5 x 18.1, vintage galéria; 

printed by Antal Jokesz
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iroNiC seLF-PortrAits

GYÖRGY STALTER 

i mentioned above that one of the main messages of 
the self-portraits of györgy stalter (born 1956), and 
probably the most important to the artist, was to 
demonstrate that he had become a professional pho-
tographer. this is particularly true of those self-por-
traits whose subject is the role of the photographer. 
these are essentially works with an ironic approach. 
stalter’s career as a photographer began relatively 
early. While he was still attending the Franciscan gram-
mar school in esztergom,29 he won prizes in school 
photo competitions. Like many others, he then joined 
the amateur movement, enrolling when he was 18 
in the Budapest Photo Club on August 23, 1974.30 
He, along with other young photographers, went 
over to the Photo section of the young Artists’ Club, 
where he took part in several exhibitions, which in-
cluded showing his self-portraits in 1977.31 
He related how he gave the exhibition area a bit of 
pep by including in the installation full length por-
traits of himself from the front and back blowing up 
a balloon. He made two prints on a one-to-one scale, 
stuck them together, and fixed them to a balloon, 
which thus hung down from the ceiling.  
Double Portrait (1977) is a visual statement of stalter’s 
conviction that his camera could only see what he saw. 
in other words, it is not the camera but the photog-
rapher who makes the image. the camera is only a 
tool; everything depends on the competence of the 
person behind the camera as an individual, their world-
view, and photographic expertise. if he, the photog-
rapher, cannot see what is happening in the world 
around him, the camera will not see it either. stalter 
conveys these ideas with the astounding, yet didactic 
and simple symbolism of neo-avant-garde parables.   
the biographical background of the triptych I Am a 
Photographer (1977) is that stalter went to work in 
an old-fashioned photographer’s studio while doing 
a photographer’s apprenticeship at a vocational school, 
which the school accepted as the practical experi-
ence side of his studies.32 stalter had nothing to 
learn there professionally, but the time he spent in 
this amiably anachronistic place, which had some-
how survived, was very useful from a sociographic 
aspect, or more simply in order to gain life experience.
the series, which at the time appeared in print 
in the wrong order,33 is another visual parable, in 
which stalter puts forward the idea that when a 
portrait is taken it is also a self-portrait. An image 
is at least as much about the model as it is about the 
photog rapher. of course, we see the whole train of 
thought in an inverted way because the photogra-
pher, who first arranges the head postures of the 

two elegant gentlemen and then stands behind 
them, could not be in the picture under normal cir-
cumstances. 
the basic question raised by this thought is the ex-
tent to which a photographer can stand behind and 
in front of the camera. stalter also framed this in a 
photographic nonsense. the triptych Game (1976) is 
again didactic and paradoxical: in the top image the 
photographer presses the button, in the middle one 
he is running to his place in front of the lens, and in 
the bottom image he is waiting for the shutter to 
open. the point of the paradox is that stalter cannot 
be on both sides of the camera at the same time. 
thus he apparently states the opposite of the previ-
ous series, only this is a self-portrait, so now we have 
to think through the dilemma from this perspective.
A portrait cannot be 100% objective because the 
personality of the photographer is also in it. A self-
portrait cannot be 100% authentic because the pho-
tographer sees himself from the outside. As the poet 
Attila József wrote, ‘For all its skill the cat can’t catch 
mice outside and inside at the same time.’34

ANDRÁS BALLA 

András Balla’s (born 1945) I’ve Become a Father (1975) 
is a classic subject expressed by almost classic pho-
tographic means. Balla used a wide-angle lens for 
the shot. due to its optical ‘distortion’, his wife hold-
ing his child is dwarfed by the nappies hung out to 
dry. the stresses and strains the nappies represent 
give an ironic undercurrent to the proud announce-
ment, ‘i’ve become a father.’ 

29 sándor Bacskai, ‘Kere sem 
azokat, akikben meg találom, 
ami engem érde kel. stalter 
györgy’ [i Look for People in 
Whom i Find What interests 
Me. györgy stalter], Fotó mű
vészet, 2002/5–6; györgy 
stal ter, interviewed by sándor 
szilágyi, 2006.

30 Cd: MAdoMe: 1974 08 
stalter.

31 györgy stalter, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006. stal-
ter has no printed or pho to-
graphic documentation of the 
exhibition.

32 No. 5 dési Huber istván 
institute for industrial skilled 
Worker training (31 Práter 
street, Budapest).

33 Fotóművészet, 1982/2.

34 ‘Consciousness’, 1934, 
translated by Michael Beevor, 
in Attila József Poems, (ed.) 
thomas Kabdebo, London, 
the danubia Book Co., 1966, 
available from http://www.
mathstat.dal.ca/~lukacs/ja/
poems2/jozsef-eng.htm

György Stalter, Double Portrait, 1977
gelatin silver print, 24 x 18, collection of the artist
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Gábor Kerekes, Swing, 1977/2003
gelatin silver print, each 14.5 x 21, collection of the artist
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Gábor Kerekes, Bridge, 1977/2003
gelatin silver print, each 14.5 x 21, collection of the artist
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Gábor Kerekes, Self-Portrait, 1979
gelatin silver print, 17.1 x 22.7, HMP
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Gábor Kerekes, Bathroom, 1981
gelatin silver print, 30 x 24, HMP
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János Szerencsés, unt. from the Stories on the Wall series, 1981
Negative, 6 x 7, collection of the artist
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János Szerencsés, unt. from the Stories on the Wall series, 1981
Negative, 6 x 7, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Real? Unreal? II, 1976
gelatin silver print, 18 x 24, HMP
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János Vető, Double Reality, 1976
gelatin silver print, 18 x 24, HMP
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János Vető, 1 x 1, 1976
gelatin silver print, 25 x 25; image: 16 x 23.5, vintage galéria
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János Vető, Open/Closed, 1976
gelatin silver print, 25 x 25; image: 15.7 x 23.5, vintage galéria
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János Vető, To Right and Left, 1976
gelatin silver print, 25.3 x 25.3, HMP
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Péter Tímár, Two-Sided Self-Portrait, 1982
Xerox, 16.4 x 22.9, HMP
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Antal Jokesz, Mirror Image of My Mirror Image, 1976
gelatin silver print, 14.8 x 21.5, HMP
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Antal Jokesz, VISIONcorrection, 1981/82
gelatin silver print, 30 x 24, HMP
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Antal Jokesz, Face-Off, 1981/82
gelatin silver print, 24 x 18.2, HMP
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László Török, Asynchronous Self-Portrait, 1980
gelatin silver print on veneer, 40 x 30; image: 21 x 15.7, HMP
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István Szirányi, Photo–Machine–Man; A Man Taking a Photograph, 1976
gelatin silver print, each 24 x 30.7, collection of the artist
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István Szirányi, Self-Violinisation, 1979. 
gelatin silver print, each 22 x 28, collection of the artist
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István Szirányi, faabry-sirany-siamese, 1975
gelatin silver print, 32.5 x 24.5, collection of the artist



227

István Szirányi, Self-Exposure, 1978
offset, 29.7 x 32; original image: 1975, 18 x 24, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Mutant Date, 1976
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Another Yellow Continent, 1976
gelatin silver print, 24 x 18, HMP
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János Vető, Asia Fixed Point, 1978
reconstructed from the negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Asia (variation), 1978
gelatin silver print, 24 x 18, HMP
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Attila Vécsy, Epilation, 1979
gelatin silver print, dokubrom paper, 21 x 30, collection of the artist
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Attila Vécsy, Snowy Self-Portrait, 1978
gelatin silver print, dokubrom paper, 24 x 18, collection of the artist
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János Szerencsés, Self-Reproduction Attempt, 1981
gelatin silver print, 17.6 x 22.4, HMP
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András Balla, I’ve Become a Father, 1975
gelatin silver print, 24 x 17, HMP
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György Stalter, unt. from the SelfFulfilment series, 1979
gelatin silver print, each 18 x 24, HMP
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György Stalter, unt. from the SelfFulfilment series, 1979
gelatin silver print, each 18 x 24, HMP
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György Stalter, unt. from the SelfFulfilment series, 1979
gelatin silver print, each 18 x 24, HMP
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György Stalter, Waiting, 1978
gelatin silver print, 31.5 x 27.2, HMP
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György Stalter, I Am a Photographer, 1977
gelatin silver print, 44 x 47.5, 52 x 48.5, 44 x 48.5, collection of the artist
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György Stalter, Game, 1976
gelatin silver print, each 17.3 x 24, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Self-Mirror 1, 1974
gelatin silver print, 23.5 x 15.5, vintage galéria
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János Vető, Auto-Portrait in a Mirror, 1974
gelatin silver print, 12.3 x 8, collection of györgyi Havas
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János Vető, Invitation, 1976
gelatin silver print, 40.9 x 30.9, HMP
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János Vető, Chess, 1980
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Apollo program, 1979
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Self-Portrait with Loaned Body Parts, 1978
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Accident, 1978
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Song for Europe, 1978
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Mona Lilisa, 1974  
Negative, 36 x 24 mm, collection of the artist
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JÁNOS VETŐ 

Kex
When János vető (born 1953) was 9 years old, he 
became friends with János Baksa-soós, who was 
five years his senior, through family connections.1 
Baksa became the frontman of the legendary Hun-
garian band Kex and was in almost daily contact 
with vető, serving as an intellectual mentor until 
the autumn of 1971 when Baksa’s base became 
West Berlin. As a teenager, vető went to Kex parties 
much to the envy of his more reserved contempo-
raries.2 even his incipient skills as a photographer 
were linked to Kex: ‘sándor dobos, known as doxa, 
drummer with the predecessor of Kex, Wastaps 
and later Mini, showed me what happens in a dark-
room and Jancsi tóth, Kex’s roadie, taught me how 
to use the developer and fixer. that must have been 
about 1969.’3

vető said in the same interview that at around this 
time, at the age of 15 or 16, he had two main sub-
jects for his images: power lines and Kex. He also re-
lated how these early works had been destroyed due 

to an unfortunate technical accident: too much hot 
water was run into the bath where the negatives 
were soaking in order to flatten them and the emul-
sion lifted from the film. Luckily, a few images sur-
vived the destruction, two of which are shown here. 
the first was printed on dokubrom photographic 
paper in 1970 and shows János Baksa-soós in con-
cert. A surprisingly mature work for a 16-year-old 
photographer! two versions of Baksa feature in the 
montage, which is a brilliant visual rendition of the 
constant darting and jumping around on the stage 
of Kex’s frontman, the air almost vibrating from 
the electricity Baksa generated.4

His Kex Trio (c. 1970) triptych is also about Baksa 
in a more lyrical, calmer mood.5 this work, too, is 
surprisingly mature (vető was about 17-years-old 
at the time), particularly with regard to composi-
tion. the diagonal running from the top left corner 
of the middle image is repeated as a visual rhyme 
by the lowest image, while the microphone in the 
upper image counterbalances it nicely. Both early 
works evidence that from the outset vető dis-
pensed with the notion of photography as simply a 
documentary tool, and instead sought and found 
the image in the photograph.

Images of children and adolescents
According to vető,6 Levitation (1972) was taken 
before a free-jazz concert behind the theatre in the 
city of székesfehérvár. As the title suggests, vető 
was interested in the suspension of spatial ties, 
floating, freedom. in this regard the bottom image 
of the diptych is superior as it is more abstract; in 
the top image a few disturbing elements alluding to 
actual spatiality creep in.
Boy with a Bicycle (1973) is unique in vető’s photo-
graphic oeuvre, as there is no visual sleight of hand, 
only a pure photographic view. vető said that he 
was particularly fond of this image because it signi-
fies when he realized the importance of the back-
ground in a composition. A similarly appealing 
photograph of a child is Mona Liliza (1973), in 
which the face of a girl called Lili, who is about 10 
years old, can be seen through a magnifying glass. 
it is a simple visual device, yet vető creates an 
unusual pictorial effect with it. in the same period 
vető took other images of children, but there is no 
way of knowing why this subject occupied the 
19-year-old vető and why he never returned to it 
later. His own children were born considerably lat-
er in the mid-1990s. 

1 János vető, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006.

2 györgy Kozma, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005. 

3 tamás szőnyei, ‘Nekem tet-
szik az élet’ [i Like Life], Ma-
gya r Narancs, 12 January 
1995, http://www.c3.hu/ 
~ligal/178.html.

4 For the Kex experience see 
László szerémi [László Földes 
/ Hobó]: ‘Csillagok ne ragyog-
jatok’ [stars, don’t shine], 
Moz gó Világ, 1978/2.

5 this was another side of 
Kex’s music, evident in their 
single A család [the Family].

6 János vető, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006.

PortrAit CoNCePts

János Vető, Baksa, c. 1970
gelatin silver print, dokubrom paper, 20.4 x 14, 

collection of Péter Janesch
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Jigsaw puzzle
Between 1973 and 1978 vető made countless por-
traits and self-portraits patterned on the concept 
of a jigsaw puzzle by cutting the scene into three or 
four parts with the camera, then reassembling the 
images while retaining the pictorial independence 
of each part of the whole. the result is often fairly 
bizarre because our consciousness, or our uncon-
sciousness, fundamentally objects to the mutila-
tion of the human form. vető’s attempt to restore 
life to the parts by constructing a new body is tan-
tamount to playing god. 
In Z. B. Triad (1973), vető portrays his best friend at 
the time as vető liked to see him. the three part 
work is dominated by the model’s relaxed hands, his 
thumbs hooked provocatively through the belt loops 
of his jeans, a bangle on his left wrist, leather strand 
around his neck, and the appropriately visible and 
most valuable piece of his gear, the denim jacket. 
When the 19-year-old photographer took the shot, 
real denim could only be obtained at Budapest’s 
ecseri flea market or via relatives in the West. 

interestingly, vető repeated the composition almost 
identically five years later in the image entitled Udo4 
(1978), the difference being that this was now a 
‘long portrait.’ the actor who appeared in gábor 
Bódy’s film Narcissus and Psyche caused a stir in un-
derground artistic circles in Hungary. His whole be-
ing, his way of dressing, hairstyle and movement in 
the world made it seem that he came from another 
planet.7 In Udo4 vető examines this extraordinary 
being, highlighting parts of the figure as he had done 
earlier with his friend. 
Guszti Cross (1977) is unusual in the jigsaw series in 
that vető does not slice up his model’s figure,8 yet 
this is the image which perhaps illustrates the es-
sence of the concept most strongly: how can a single 
image be created from many? Accordingly, the com-
position here is not vibrant, but closed and balanced, 
though it also includes a more playful element. the 
model’s arms overlap to form a circle around the in-
ner square, the stark geometric shape of the inner 
square is then repeated by the four corners of the 
whole. this might be an empty game with shapes 
but i believe it has the function of directing the view-
er’s eyes toward the faces of the model, thus making 
his expressions the most dominant feature and re-
ducing the other elements to regular repetition. 
Harmony pervades the triptych Móni’s Dream (1984). 
the repetition of the sleeping young woman’s folded 
pose in the top and bottom images adds a particular 
beauty to the composition and shifts the emphasis 
away from the central image of her nude torso. the 
work is thus a portrait rather than a nude. 

Long portraits
‘Long images’ are a special image type among vető’s 
portraits. in these, the figures of friends and ac-
quaintances are pieced together vertically from 
three or four images. vető followed three methods in 
terms of shooting technique. one was to face the 
model, take a portrait, then ‘pan’ from the top down, 
as vető did with tibor Zátonyi in Joker Long (1976) 
and györgy Kozma in Gyuri Long (1976). Another 
was to squat at the model’s feet and pan upward in 
stages as he did with ti bor Hajas in Coach Biki 
(1978).9 the last method was to follow the sections 
of the body parallel with the camera as he did in 
Udo3 (1978).
All three methods produce similar, but different, re-
sults. it is like being a child standing in front of a tall 
adult. there is a touch of playful irony in this, which, 
in Coach Biki, is reinforced by the armband on 
Hajas’s arm that bears the Hungarian word for 
‘coach.’ this is in sharp contrast to the sight of the 
model’s unathletic figure, a shot glass in one hand 
and cigarette (or joint?) in the other, and the non-
chalant posture of the body. 

7 vető’s report projects made 
of udo Kier are dealt with in 
the next volume.

8 His friend, gusztáv gerlóczy.

9 see in the chapter Artists 
Using Photography.

János Vető, Muki Standing, 1977
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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Face puzzle
some of vető’s photographs from 1976 form a spe-
cial image type. Here he took shots in four phases of 
specific parts of the face (the eyes, nose, and mouth), 
and then fitted the images together to try and recre-
ate the face. the result is only partly successful as 
the image created is too far removed from the usual 
appearance of portraits. 
vető’s full figure images are also unusual. in these 
every body part is visible, but some parts of the face 
are missing. Moreover, in the former the subsequent 
joining together and the mismatches are obvious, 
while here it is disturbing that the likeness com-
posed from the parts is very realistic. Paradoxically, 
but logically, in these portraits vető is the furthest 
from the hackneyed idea that the photograph equals 
the ‘captured moment.’

ANTAL JOKESZ 

The space of the medium
Antal Jokesz (born 1952) returned to the questions 
that occupied his mind regarding photography as a 
form of expression producing new series almost ev-
ery year from 1978 to 1982. these issues, as have 
been shown, crystallized around the contradictions 
of ‘reality’ and photographic reality. Jokesz drifted 
further and further from the notion of photography 
depicting reality, which was problematic for him 
from the start, and became more and more deeply 
involved in the internal issues of photography as a 
medium. 
His 1982 synopsis work, The Asymmetry of Time, 
originally submitted as an application for financial 
backing for a project, went on display at the Docu-
ment No. 4 exhibition.10 it proved that his probing 
went to the ultimate extreme: ‘the entire series 
treats the visible or perceptible real parameters of 
the negatives as if they were a real space. (...) you’re 
in a space that is the space of the medium.’11 Here, 
too, Jokesz rides his hobby horse of chance, but now 
referring to the ‘reality’ of the negative. 
the space of the medium as quasi-reality appears 
most clearly in his work Ultimate Image (1981/82). 
As Jokesz enlarged two negatives of adjacent frames, 
or rather printed two halves of neighbouring frames 
as a single image, it appears that the woman in the 
frame on the right is leaning against the thin strip 
separating the two frames or is half hiding ‘behind’ 
the empty frame. the title has a double meaning, re-
ferring to the image’s metaphysical implications and 
to the very mundane fact that the two frames are not 
in the middle of the negatives but at one end, thus 
one of the frames has nothing on it, or rather Noth-
ing is on one of them: this is left to the imagination.

Prepared Time (1981/82) is another enlargement of 
two adjacent negative frames as a single image, but 
here Jokesz uses additional means of photographic 
expression. in the image at left, a young woman is 
portrayed. in the image at right the same young wo-
man is shown as a blurred figure. A rectangular area 
in the center of the image, shaded during enlarge-
ment to a milky translucence, both interrupts the pho-
tograph and serves to emphasize the transition from 
one state of being to another. From left to right, the 
woman is transported from reality into a dream or 
disintegration. in addition to the exposure time and 
period of life, the title refers to the fact that Jokesz 
prepares his ‘instrument’, his photographic devices, 
as well as John Cage prepares his piano. 
Reconstruction (1981/82) follows a similar logic in 
which Jokesz also focuses on identity and identifi-
ability. in the left frame, the woman is positioned at 
the edge of the frame, with only half of her figure 
visible. in the right frame, the entire figure is includ-
ed, however, Jokesz has manipulated the image by 

blocking an area during printing to create the illu-
sion that a jagged strip of the paper has been torn 
away, obliterating the model’s face and bisecting her 
torso. this gives the impression that the image has 
been ripped in half and the two parts do not fit to-
gether. However, this is not so. Jokesz intended to 
thus demonstrate the impossibility or problematic 
nature of reconstruction. An amount of time elapsed 
between the shot on the left and the shot on the 
right, so they cannot possibly be identical. Here 
Jokesz inverted an epistemological problem into the 
language of the medium of photography, the space of 
the negative. 

10 Cd: stúdió/szinopszis lista: 
34. the first images of the 
series were taken in 1978, but 
Jokesz printed the series  in 
1982. 

11 Antal Jokesz, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006.

Antal Jokesz, Ultimate Image, 1981/82
gelatin silver print, 25 x 27.5, collection of the artist
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in his book12 Jokesz publishes five images from his 
series The Asymmetry of Time arranged one after 
another so that the images on each side of a double 
page can be viewed as a single figure. the combina-
tion of the adjacent half frames of negatives that 
are close to each other on the film creates a special 
sense of time–space. Firstly, as sequences compiled 
as a matrix, the slices of reality taken at ten differ-
ent moments in time appear simultaneous. second-
ly, the space sliced up by the shots appears continu-
ous in the space of the roll of film. in other words, 
Jokesz’s organization of the work homogenizes the 
separate time–space of the shots. the two half 
shots of the same model taken at a different time 
and space respond to or complement each other. 
Moreover, the half frames 34 and 34A almost show 
the curvature of space.
in this series Jokesz challenges all our traditional 
ideas about time and space. For Jokesz time is nei-
ther continuous nor linear and does not even exist 
separated from space. it seems that in his under-
standing13 space is not some abstract entity, but 
can be put together from slices of reality and visi-
ble details recorded in different time slots. And 
what is most important is that every being and 
every event has its own separate time–space.

ISTVÁN SZIRÁNYI 

istván szirányi’s (born 1951) work Transparency I–
II (1980) also uses the physical characteristics of 
the medium – in this case rolls of direct positive 
black and white film – to pictorially convey his 
message. on two rolls of film, szirányi made por-
traits of well-known figures from the avant-garde 
art scene of the time. Transparency I–II are photo-
graphs of the developed rolls of film, positioned in 
loose coils which cause the frames to overlap. 
Károly Kelemen and András Halász are shown in 
the front, and Péte r sarkady, Lóránt Méhes (Zuzu), 
and Ferenc Nagy in the back, superimposed upon 
themselves or each other.
the diptych also employs a trick of camera syntax 
using selective focus. in the top image the figures 
in the front are in focus and the ones in the rear are 
blurry, in the bottom image the effect is reversed. 
By overlapping the frames and throwing certain 
portraits into sharp detail, szirányi cleverly infers 
the connectivity of the artists and the shifting na-
ture of their status within the group. As well, the 
lasting value of the pair of images lies in the visual 
beauty and interesting form of the photographic 
expression. 

JÁNOS SZERENCSÉS 

János szerencsés’ (1950–2009) Genetic Portrait 
(1979) in its time was probably scarier to contem-
plate than it is today when cloning people has come 
almost within reach. Moreover, the idea of compar-
ing the profiles of siblings was still fresh. in any 
event, in this image szerencsés created the same 
chill that makes his landscapes stand out as well. 
How does he do this? He does not compare twins, 
nor even siblings of the same sex. He compares their 
likenesses by showing the portrait of a woman with 
the faint outline of her brother’s face behind hers 
echoing her profile. With this duality szerencsés 
does not call for a comparison of the two as the like-
ness is trivial, but prompts us to scrutinize the ex-
tent to which our own traits are genetically inherited 
or self-induced.
the diptych Silence (1982) was inspired by an old 
mirror.14 szerencsés looked for two young women 
he could photograph in the mirror. the title is pre-
cisely to the point as the pair of images is about in-
ner silence, about loneliness, which is in blatant con-
trast with the women’s punk-style black lipstick, 
make-up, and fishnet tights, intensified by the pro-
tective gestures in the lower image, the hand hold-
ing the ankle and the one hanging in front of the lap. 

12 Antal Jokesz, A preparált idő 
nyomában [tracking Pre par ed 
time], Művésze tek Háza – 
Prospektus Nyomda, 
veszprém, 1999.

13 Ibid.. pp. 25–30.

14 János szerencsés, inter-
view ed by sándor szilágyi, 
2006. the image is in his 
Szerencsés 13 év [Lucky 13 
years], esztergomi galéria, 
esztergom, 1984, p. 26. &

Attila Vécsy, Portrait of a Lady, 1974
gelatin silver print, dokubrom paper, on card, 31.7 x 19, 

collection of the artist
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it is quite possible that the two young women were 
in fact nothing like what they seem in the images. 
But then the work is not about them but its maker, 
about szerencsés’s silence and loneliness.
in the chapter Self-Portrait Concepts i mentioned in 
connection with Stories on the Wall szerencsés’s ar-
tistic credo, which was that he regarded every image 
as a ‘self-portrait,’ irrespective of what is in the pic-
ture. Here i would simply add what szeren csés said 
in my interview with him about szarkowski’s theo-
ry of ‘mirrors and windows:’15 ‘if someone takes 
photos as if through a window, that’s one thing. But 
it is different to photograph yourself, your life, your 
mentality, your disposition, your troubles, your lot, 
your pleasures – by finding the visual equivalent for 
these. i think i’m the second type of photographer. 
so, my professional jobs apart, i never take a shot by 
seeing something and pressing the button. i con-
ceive something and look for it. that’s one hell of a 
big dif fer ence.’16 

ATTILA VÉCSY 

Complex
in his early works from the mid-1970s, Attila vécsy 
(born 1954) mostly used his sister as his model. she 
danced in Miklós Köllő’s movement theater17 and 
willingly posed at her brother’s instruction in front 
of the camera. some of vécsy’s images try to express 
the dynamism of the relationship of the body and 
space, apparent in movement theater actions, in the 
language of photography.
Wearing glasses was a major problem for vécsy’s 
sister when rehearsing and performing with the 
movement theater. if she took them off, her sense of 
space became uncertain, but leaving them on con-
strained her movements. in that era contact lenses 
were not an affordable option, so the problem re-
mained unresolved. in the end vécsy’s sister had to 
abandon her studies at the movement theater. the 
montage Complex (1975) expresses this psychologi-
cal state through photographic means. the image 
stands out from the overwhelmingly black and white 
pictures of the period due to the presence of the 
strong red mask that covers the model’s eyes, but 
also due to its political implications, no matter how 
veiled. After all, the red blinkers were an almost 
open declaration of a kind of social discontent that 
expressed at least aloofness towards the communist 
regime. Because of this complex meanings i chose 
this image for being the book cover.
vécsy’s sister was also the model for the Portrait of a 
Lady (1974), which he first tore in half and then put 
together again with little pieces missing. At this 
time, it was very unusual to intervene so drastically 

in an image, although this method highlights the 
young woman’s expressive and beautiful eyes very 
eloquently. in a certain sense this image is the fore-
runner of similar photographs by Jokesz and vető 
that are, in the first impression, alienating.

ANDRÁS BALLA 

Imre Borostyán 
András Balla (born 1945) took photographs of imre 
Borostyán, a hermit who lived on a hill near Balla’s 
home city, esztergom, with varying regularity for a 
good twenty-five years.18 Most of the images are 
portraits sensitively expressing the situation and 
personality of the model. 
in 1980, however, Balla persuaded his model to co-
operate in creating a conceptual work comprising a 
sequence of six images. in the first image Imre 
Boros tyán Face-To-Face with Himself, which was first 
published as a vertical triptych19 Borostyán stands 
in front of a wall with his back to us. in the second he 
steps away a little, revealing the life-size frontal por-
trait of himself which he has been facing until now. 
in the third image he stands next to the image of 
himself which had been taken earlier.20 Balla added 
the following notes to each of the images ‘...He 

15 John szarkowski, Mirrors 
and Windows, the Museum of 
Modern Art, New york, 1978, 
pp. 11–26.

16 János szerencsés, inter-
viewed by sándor  szilágyi, 
2006.

17 A conservation with Attila 
vécsy in 2006. 

18 András Balla, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006.

19 Mozgó Világ, 1980/10, p. 
[57].

20 in the second half of the 
work he is naked.

András Balla, Imre Borostyán, 1978
gelatin silver print, 24 x 23.8, HMP
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looked into himself... imre Boros tyán, and... found...’
Well, found what? that he looks better with a short-
er beard? or that a jacket suits him better than 
working clothes? the series of images gains a deep-
er sense when we know that the life-size photograph 
of him on the wall was taken years before his con-
frontation with it on his 80th birthday.21

LÁSZLÓ TÖRÖK 

A woman’s stereo
the passage of time, ageing, is also the subject of 
László török’s (born 1948) diptych. the concept of 
A Woman’s Stereo (1982) is a visual joke. We know 
that stereo images create the illusion of three dimen-
sions, in the same way as binocular vision, by slight-
ly shifting the viewpoint on the left and right images 
(by the distance between the eyes, about 6 cm). so 
the same subject is seen from different angles and, 
because the difference between the angles is greater 
for objects that are closer to us than for objects that 
are further away, our brain decodes this as spatial 
distance: looking at a pair of images in stereo cre-
ates the illusion of three dimensions. török’s con-
cept plays on the fact that the distance separating 
his stereo images is not space but time. the first im-
age shows a nude young woman; the second image 
shows the same woman but a good thirty years old-
er. török recalled that making up the model took 
about one and a half hours.22 this, the handiwork of 
the professional film industry make-up artist Katalin 
guelminó, was so successful that it managed to fool 
even the art historian László Beke: ‘török’s 1982 
diptych “stereo” places the stunningly similar nudes 
of an older woman and a young woman, presumably 
mother and daughter, side by side.’23 

PÉTER TÍMÁR 

the image Body Builder (1980) by Péter tímár 
(born 1948) has a gentle photographic humor, sim-
ilar to his images of provincial towns, made more 
emphatic by tinting. A verbal description could be 
given (the tough exterior hides a soft heart or some-
thing in that vein), but that seems unnecessary. 
the joke is that tímár saw the shape of a heart on 
the man’s neck and colored it in. 

GYÖRGY STALTER 

Another visual gag is Portrait (1976) by györgy 
stalter (born 1956), a caricature of the socialist 
version of the consumer society and its prudery. 
the photography historian Béla Albertini concisely 
summed up the image’s message in a review: ‘His 
naked model seems to have poured her personality 
onto the table together with the contents of her 
handbag.’ 24 stalter blocked out his model’s eyes, as 
was the practice undertaken at the time in the pub-
lications of images of underage offenders, only he 
used a red strip, the color of communism.the point 
of this was clearly lost in the black and white publi-
cations of the day. 

21 András Balla, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006. see 
also András Balla’s handwrit-
ten  letter to sándor szilágyi, 
sent via email on June 17, 
2015.

22 László török, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006.

23 László Beke, ‘A prog resszív 
magyar fotó közel múltja és 
jelene’ [the recent Past and 
Present of Progressive Hun-
gar ian Photo], Fotómű vészet, 
1998/1–2, p. 5.

24 Béla Albertini, ‘Ötödik 
eme leti tárlat’ [Fifth Floor 
exhibition], Fotóművé szet, 
1978/1, p. 58. 

György Stalter, Portrait, 1976
gelatin silver print, painted, 24 x 17.5, collection of the artist 

Péter Tímár, Body Builder, 1980
gelatin silver print, painted, 23.3 x 35, HMP
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János Vető, Boy with a Bicycle, 1973
Negative, 36 x 24 mm, collection of the artist
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 János Vető, unt. from the Levitation diptych, 1972
gelatin silver print, 15.5 x 23.5, vintage galéria
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János Vető, Kextrio, 1970
gelatin silver print, each 9 x 12, collection of györgyi Havas
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János Vető, Z. B. Triad, 1973
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Udo4, 1978
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Udo Long, 1978
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Gyuri Long, 1976
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist



264

János Vető, TBachman, 1978
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, TPisti, 1978
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Guszti Cross, 1977
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Vető, Móni’s Dream, 1984
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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Antal Jokesz, Prepared Time, 1981/82
gelatin silver print, 24 x 30, collection of the artist
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Antal Jokesz, Reconstruction, 1981/82
gelatin silver print, 24 x 30, collection of the artist
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Antal Jokesz, The Asymmetry of Time, 1978/1982
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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János Szerencsés, Genetic Portrait, 1979
gelatin silver print, 22.7 x 17, HMP
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István Szirányi, Transparency I–II, 1980
gelatin silver print, each 24 x 30.7, collection of the artist
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László Török, Woman’s Stereo, 1982
Color photograph, filtered to monochrome brown, on card, each 17.5 x 17.8, HMP
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András Balla, Identification I–II, 1980
gelatin silver print, 24 x 18; image: 16.5 x 16.5, HMP
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András Balla, On the 80th Birthday of the Hermit Imre Borostyán, 1980
gelatin silver print, each 11 x 11, collection of the artist
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András Balla, Imre Borostyán Face-To-Face with Himself, 1980
gelatin silver print, each 11 x 11, collection of the artist
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László Török, The Family, 1972
gelatin silver print, sepia toned, 30 x 44, HMP
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staged photography emphasizes, indeed overempha-
sizes, the exact opposite of the ‘captured moment.’ 
Not only does it have all the trappings of the stage 
such as props, lighting equipment, and constructed 
scenery, but often the gestures of the subjects are 
theatrical. Nowadays, when all secondary school 
students relate their feelings about life in little 
staged scenes, the fact that this genre once was an 
innovative and bold means of photographic expres-
sion at its inception is now difficult to conceive.

LÁSZLÓ TÖRÖK

The family
László török (born 1948), the most widely known 
representative of Hungarian staged photography, 
created his main work to date when he was 24 years 
old.  entitled The Family, the image shows an ordi-
nary lower middle class family with a plump, jovial 
mother and father, an amiable, yet awkward adoles-
cent son, and his elder sister – who is stark naked.
the first three look into the camera with, as the pe-
culiarity of the situation justifies, permissive, con-
spiratorial half-smiles directed at the photographer, 
and thus the viewer. the young woman, whose head 
is tilted a little to one side, gazes out of the picture. 
one of the mother’s hands rests in her husband’s, 
but her other arm is positioned on her thigh, sug-
gesting a barrier against her naked daughter. the 
boy’s hands, though with no impropriety, rest in his 
lap. the young woman seems to be completely un-
disturbed, yet her arms are nonetheless crossed to 
shield her pubic area, and her right hand, which is 
pointing toward her brother, is clenched. the whole 
of the image is pervaded by some ineffable, sultry, 
stifled eroticism. A true masterpiece!
so thought the jury of the World Press Photo Compe-
ti tion, who awarded the image a gold medal at the con-
test in Amsterdam in 1973. However, török’s bosses 
at his workplace, the state news agency Mti, were of 
a different opinion, advising him that he should 
abandon all hope of ever becoming a photo reporter 
there. even the photographic press remained silent 
about the enormous success of the young photogra-
pher, save Éva Keleti, the Hungarian member of the 
World Press Photo jury, who mentioned him in an 
interview.1 she is correct and objective, but the reader 
almost begs her to be a touch more enthusiastic. 
After all, his accomplishment was not a small one.
two factors leading to the official neglect might 
have been at work. one was that török was not a 

registered photographer at the Mti news agency, 
but was employed as a lighting assistant, i.e., an 
unskilled worker. this makes the envy of others 
toward a young photographer reaching such a pin-
nacle so early understandable, if not excusable. the 
other reason for the neglect was the prudery of the 
communist system at that time. in Hungary, as has 
been mentioned in previous chapters, two decades 
were to elapse after the Woodstock Festival in 1969 
before the sexual revolution finally dispelled sexual 
inhibitions.

The naked woman: a complex symbol
What irritated prudish officialdom about török’s 
image The Family (and his other works, as nine out 
of ten feature a naked woman) was probably how 
natural female nakedness was for him. they did not 
notice or did not believe that he kept photographing 
the naked female body for reasons other than his 
own gratification or for the sake of aestheticized 
eroticism. to put it another way, although there is a 
naked woman in these images, they are not nudes.  
so what are they? they are a complex pictorial 
expressi on of an idea or concept wherein the naked 
female body is a complex symbol, a symbol that means 
something different in each image and is sometimes 

1 – t – [istván torda], World 
Press Photo 1973, Fotó művé
szet, 1974/1, pp. 39–40.

stAged PHotogrAPHy

László Török, Concert, 1976
gelatin silver print, 30 x 24, dunakanyar Fotóklub
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an allegory. An obvious parallel to török’s images 
that is oddly unmentioned in photographic litera-
ture is precisely the same use of naked female fig-
ures in the films of the Hungarian director Miklós 
Jancsó.
in an interview2 török commented on The Family: 
‘Besides working as a lighting technician, i did 
“cheese shots”.3 (...) it was false to record unhappi-
ness while everyone pretended to be happy. that’s 
where this idea came from, precisely from the usual 
traditional arrangement with the four of them sitting 
in a row – but actually nothing is what it seems!’ 
the image, using an acquaintance of török as the 
model, is clearly a caricature of low-brow/socialist 
prudery, but the image’s real, deeper message con-
cerns the basic moral principle of the photographer 
in agreeing to participate in a lie by uncritically re-
cording the scene.  
Besides the sepia-toned print best suited to the gen-
eral atmosphere of the image and peacetime sitting 
around, török made brown prints and Cibachromes 
of The Family, as well as producing prints in differ-
ent sizes and varying techniques.4 the Cibachrome 
print, for instance, appeared in the Different Image 
exhibition.5 obviously, török was looking for the best 
visual appearance to communicate his message and 
the mood of the picture by presenting variants of the 
same image. 

Joke pictures
in most of török’s works to date, the visual and in-
tellectual tension between the naked female body 
and other elements of the image play a powerful 
role. i put it this way intentionally because, i reiter-
ate, these are not nudes. 

the photographer called his early images ‘joke pictures’ 
and indeed the concept is conveyed by a relatively 
simple visual joke, a striking contrast. other exam-
ples of this apart from The Family are We Can’t Wait 
(Nincs időnk várni), which won third prize at the 
1974 World Press Photo Competition,6 Not Shy (Nem 
szégyellős), which was featured at the World Press 
Photo Competition in 1976 and was described with 
some justification in a review of the exhibition as a 
‘bad joke,’7 and Concert, which, as we know from török’s 
interview with József szervác, ‘missed the third prize 
at the World Press Photo in 1977 by a whisker.’8   
the series To the Memory of a Camera (1977)9 falls 
in the same category, yet it is a transition from the 
joke pictures to images with more complex struc-
tures. it is a transition because the characteristics of 
his later images are evident, but the images continue 
to rest on the contrast of a naked woman and the en-
vironment. the series is based on istván Bella’s poem 
Funeral Oration (Halotti beszéd). the main charac-
ter in the series is an old wooden camera ‘who’ is the 
meek victim of strange situations. the old wooden 
camera, which evokes bygone days, is the personifi-
cation of a photographer looking back into the past. 
some of the images and the series of scenes show a 
bungling, awkward charm and mildly ironic humor.
such ‘joking’ images were typical of török for the 
years between 1972 and 1982. in this first artistic 
period the camera syntax of the images was deter-
mined by scenes that were clearly constructed, and 
the printmaking syntax by the sepia-toned visual 
appearan ce.

The blue period
in 1982 török changed style, and photos that were 
new in concept and appearance emerged. He began 
printing his black and white negatives through a yel-
low filter onto color enlarging paper to obtain blue, 
monochromatic prints, which eventually became his 
hallmark and has remained so ever since. in terms of 
content, the novelty of his series (including diptychs 
and triptychs) was not founded on a visual joke but 
took inspiration from literary works. Furthermore, 
the images became complex, allusive and surreal, 
and the epic nature of the series until then was re-
placed by a lyrical or dramatic tenor.
the writer László Fábián wrote an appreciation en-
capsulating török’s change of style,10 in which on one 
hand he cited artistic forerunners (Wassily Kandin-
sky and yves Klein regarding the blue, and Christo’s 
wrapping for scenery elements), and on the other 
empathetically examined the intellectual back-
ground of these works. At the same time he was crit-
ical, an opinion i fully share, saying, ‘most of the im-
ages do not work in their own right; the context 
provides the artistic message.’ 

2 Lászlótörök, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2005.  

3 in those days, ‘cheese shots’ 
were a way professional and 
semi-professional photogra-
phers made a living by going 
to people’s homes in small 
towns and villages where 
there was no photographer’s 
studio and taking portraits of 
children and family to order.

4 A brown print is made by 
subsequent chemical treat-
ment of a black and white 
print. the brown-filtered 
print is made by printing a 
black and white negative on 
color paper using a blue filter. 
Cibachrome photographic 
paper is for printing color 
slides.

5 & 1989: Más kép. p. 65.

6 verbal statement by László 
török.

7 istván szerdahelyi, ‘World 
Press Photo ‘76’ Fo tó művé
szet, 1977/1, p. 54.

8 József szervác, ‘Helyze teket 
élek meg...’ [situations i am 
going through], Mozgó Világ, 
1977/4, p. 70.

9 Béla Albertini, ‘Ötödik eme-
leti tárlat’ [Fifth Floor exhi bi-
tion], Fotóművészet, 1978/1. 
in this article Albertini men-
tions one photo in the series 
under the title Isonzó előtt [At 
the river isonzo]. Also it is 
not clear whether or not the 
series referred to as Biroda-
lom [empire] in istván szá-
vay’s article in Fotóművészet, 
1980/4, refers to the same 
series.

10 László Fábián, ‘Kék’ [Blue], 
Fotóművészet, 1983/3, pp. 
46–47.

László Török, Illustration I, 1980
Color photograph, filtered to monochrome blue, 30 x 30, 

dunakanyar Fotóklub
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Photo-poetry
Many people have said in different ways that török’s 
images, especially those taken in the 1980s, are ‘po-
ems recited in pictures.’11 His friend, the poet tibor 
Zalán, even called it ‘photo-poetry’ at the opening of 
a one-man show: ‘i believe török is a lyrist, a poet 
who writes poems in the language of photography.’12 
the photographer and arts writer tibor Miltényi 
also judged these images to work, ‘in their own way 
as poetry does: he [török] does not utter thoughts, 
feelings and atmospheres but generates them in the 
viewer; he pictures them and thus makes them 
experienceable.’13  
From the aspect of the subject of this book, this 
means that török devised an entirely autonomous 
photographic language with a highly individual cam-
era and printmaking syntax. the only question is 
how suitable this language is for artistic communi-
cation. does he use pictorial and visual codes that 
are sufficiently explicit to decipher his messages? 
i must admit that there are some images where 
i doubt whether i understand what he intended to 
communicate. 

Gypsies
one of török’s series made in the first half of the 
1980s was conspicuously different from the 
others in the unanimous opinion of the critics of 
the period. this was the series Gypsies (1982), 
which commentators explained as social documen-
tary photos with an unusual solution in their form. 
in my view this is a complete misunderstanding. 
the series Gypsies is certainly different from török’s 
other works of the same period in many respects. 
the images were not taken in the studio but ‘in the 
field,’ and their subjects were ordinary people and 
not models. Another difference arising from the situ-
ation is that in this series there are relatively few 
shots with naked women. Nevertheless, Gypsies is 
also the pictorial representation of a literary world.  
in this case that of the poet Károly Bari, as experi-
enced and envisioned by török, in precisely the 
same way as his works had been inspired by other 
writers, such as the twentieth century poet János 
Pilinszky or the nineteenth century dramatist imre 
Madách.

11 györgy J. szabó, ‘Mezíte len 
jelképek’ [Naked symbols], 
Szivárvány, Chicago, May 
1984, pp. 118–119.

12 tibor Zalán, Huszonöt év 
[twenty-Five years], 1998. 
typewritten, Cd: 1 Cikkek, 
tanulmányok/gépiratok/1998.

13 tibor Miltényi, Török László 
képeiről [About László török’s 
images], 1990. typewritten, 
Cd: 1 Cikkek, tanulmányok/
gépiratok/1990.

László Török, On The Way Home, 1972 
gelatin silver print, 24 x 30, dunakanyar Fotóklub
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László Török, unt. from the To the Memory of a Camera series, 1977
gelatin silver print, sepia toned, 15.7 x 22.7, collection of the artist
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László Török, unt. from the To the Memory of a Camera series, 1977
gelatin silver print, sepia toned, 12.6 x 22.7, collection of the artist
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László Török, Illustration II, 1980
Color photograph, filtered to monochrome blue, 30 x 30, HMP
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László Török, Illustration III, 1980
Color photograph, filtered to monochrome blue, 30 x 30, HMP
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László Török, Gypsies IV, 1982
Colour photograph, filtered to monochrome blue, 24 x 24, HMP
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László Török, Gypsies VI, 1982
Colour photograph, filtered to monochrome blue, 24 x 24, HMP
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Tibor Csiky, Hungary Art, 1973
gelatin silver print on card, 30 x 26.5, vintage galéria
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A parallel story to the subject of this book is the 
creative use of photography by artists1 or, to use the 
phrase coined by the art historian László Beke to dif-
ferentiate between experimental photography and 
the official ‘artistic’ photography of the era, ‘photo/
art.’2 Although specific aspects of photo/art and 
surveys of individual artists working in this field are 
fairly well covered, a comprehensive study of neo-
avant-garde artists using photography has yet to 
be published.  However, within this volume i will 
confine myself to the essential differences, from the 
perspective of this book, between works by artists 
who employ photography as one method of expres-
sion and works by artists for whom the medium is 
the sole or chief means of expression.  
Although these two arenas can be clearly defined 
within neo-avant-garde photography in terms of 
approach and form of expression, they do not op-
pose one another, but exist in tandem to counter 
the official position on ‘artistic’ photography. the 
most striking difference between the two is that by 
and large artists using photography are not overly 
interested in the complexity of photography as an 
artistic means or the quality of its execution.  For 
artists, photography is not a problem but a techni-
cal aid. they pick up a camera as they would a 
brush, a piece of charcoal, or a modelling tool.3

Below i will consider the art forms and then the 
subjects specific to artists using photography, 
which photographers either did not approach or 
treated in an entirely different way. in the third 
section i will examine the differences underlying 
the parallel solutions of forms.

otHer ForMs

GYULA PAUER 

Photographic concepts containing text
Conceptual works by artists using photography are 
typically associated with texts relating to the photo-
graphic content; indeed, the incorporation of text is 
almost essential to such works. the writings may 
be fictitious, appropriated, provide commentary, or 
explanations about the concept, or replace the image 
entirely, but the writing must be part of the whole 
work. often the photographic image plays a sub-
ordinate role and in extreme examples it can even 
become unnecessary.
good examples of this are found in the photographic 

work of gyula Pauer (1941–2012) shown here.  
originally exhibited in 1976 at Expozíció [expo-
sure], his reproductions of collages were imagined 
and presented as photographs. László Beke wrote 
in his description of the series that these were anti-
photographs,4 and he is right. Pauer made this clear 
by cutting around each collage with a pinking 
machine to simulate the appearance of old photos. 
Another point of interest is that he bent the same 
three corners of each collage before photographing 
them to emphasize the three-dimensional effect 
and the material reality of the original construc-
tions. this is reinforced by the scrappy way the col-
lages are put together with photos, words on scraps 
of paper, and empty paper frames, with the corners 
once again purposefully dog-eared, stuck in layers 
next to one another, and carelessly adhered to the 
paper serving as the support for the collage. Pauer 
deliberately prepared the collages in this fashion, 
the effects of which are exaggerated by the tech-
niques used in the reproduction process and the 
characteristics of the camera syntax: the shots were 
side lit, causing the small details of the facture of 
the collage-object and the unevenness of its surface 

1 For an excellent summary of 
artists using photography see 
Michel Frizot, ‘the sensitive 
surface. Photographic sub-
strate, imprint, memory,’ in 
Frizot (ed.), A New History of 
Pho tography, Könemann, 
Cologne, 1998, pp. 709–729.

2 &1976: Expozíció. [pp. 3–8.]  
republished in Beke, Médium/ 
elmélet. Tanulmányok: 1972–
1992 [Medium/theory. essays 
1972–1992], Balassi Kiadó 
– BAe tartóshullám– inter-
média, Budapest, 1997, pp. 
50–58.

3 Frizot, op.cit, p. 721.

4 László Beke, ‘Konceptuá lis 
művek és szöveghasz nálat’ 
[Conceptual Artworks and the 
use of text] in Annamária 
szőke (comp.), Pauer, MtA 
Művészettörténeti Kutató-
intézet, Budapest, 2005, p. 64.

Artists usiNg PHotogrAPHy

Gyula Pauer, ‘The Sun in the Dark,’ 1976 
Collage, 15 x 9.8, collection of the artist
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to be emphasized through the sharp contrast pro-
duced between light and shadow.
But what is the purpose of these contrivances? in my 
view, the effects are alienating. Pauer tries to make 
the viewer feel the materiality of the separate com-
ponents of the collages, the paper, the photos, and 
the writing on the homogeneous surface of the re-
productions sans facture, thereby drawing attention 
to their dissimilar nature. the titles expressing the 
concepts of the works and the occasional attachment 
of short commentaries were also components of each 
piece, in both visual and material reality. it follows 
from this that Pauer regards the verbal and visual 
levels of a conceptual work (the word ‘image’ appears 
in nine of the ten works) as the same. 
the photographs, titles, and commentaries which 
are incorporated into the collages as inscriptions 
have a tautological relationship with each other, as 
the same thing that is written can be seen (or not 
seen) in the photographs. this only makes sense, 
however, if the tautology actually calls attention to 
some contradiction. Are images and words the 
same? Are we actually seeing what we are reading? 
do we read the same as we see? is what we see and 
read the same as what happened? did what we see 
and read happen? i believe the deeper meaning of 
these intentionally insignificant images, or more 
precisely of the concept of the series, resides in 
general questions such as these. this series is thus 
a ‘pseudo’ work in that the surface shows some-
thing different from the reality.5 

MIKLÓS ERDÉLY 

Thinking art
it is particularly true that the photo-works of Miklós 
erdély (1928–1986) are not photographic works of 
art; rather they are the visual representations and 
demonstrations of ideas and propositions. For ex-
ample, No Photography (1974) is a simple photo-
graph of a warning sign. From the aspect of camera 
or printmaking syntax it is completely unnotewor-
thy. its apparent meaning or message – that of mis-
chievousness – is not that special either. on a slightly 
more serious note, it is consciously f louting a 
specific prohibition. even more seriously, it is a 
blanket rejection of all prohibition, in other words 
an expression of liberty itself. At that time such 
signs were usually positioned around Hungarian 
and soviet military facilities. erdély’s provoca-
tive rejection of the prohibitive order takes on the 
character of criticizing the regime.
in reading the art historian Annamária szőke’s 
essay,6 wherein she sets out the intellectual well-
spring of er dély’s concepts, we realize that some 
key aspects of erdély’s philosophy are present in 
this photograph: knowledge, prohibition, keeping 
secrets, military secrets. in this context, breaching 
the ban on photography gains an entirely different 
dimension. it provides an answer to a question 
affecting the whole of human civilization, which is 
that no one has the right to prohibit the acquisition 
of knowledge in any form.
Being tethered to text beyond the artwork is even 
truer of erdély’s series Time Travel (1976). Apart 
from its inherent merit, i discuss it in detail here 
because a fair number of inaccuracies, from a pho-
tographer’s viewpoint, have appeared about the 
work in explanations to date. 
the series of five images is seemingly no more than 
its title suggests: a fictitious journey in time, a play-
ful adventure. erdély inserted photographs of him-
self explicitly taken for this purpose into reproduc-
tions of old family photos.7 these composite photos, 
based on the principle of montage, can be consid-
ered staged self-portraits, similar to those made by 
Cindy sherman in her series “untitled Film stills.”8 
the notable difference is that sherman role played 
and created a ‘contemporary’ physical environment, 
while erdély did exactly the opposite by fitting his 
own figure into the ‘reality’ of pre-existing photos. 
His role play in this only extended to making sure 
that the shots he inserted fit into the original com-
positions, which he accomplished by positioning 
himself in front of the camera in a pre-conceived 
manner.
in progressing with the series, he specifically draws 
attention to subsequent insertions.  For instance, he 

5 For gyula Pauer’s pseudo 
works, see http://tranzit.org/
exhibitionarchive/pseudo-
exhibition/.

6 Annamária szőke, ‘“titok a 
jövő jelenléte”. tudo mány a 
művészet határain belül 
erdély Miklós művészetében’ 
[‘the Presence of the Future 
is secret.’ science within the 
Bounds of Art in Miklós erdély’s 
Art] in Pál deréky and András 
Müllner (eds.), Né/ma? Tanul
má nyok a magyar neoavant-
gárd kö réből [dumb? essays 
on Neo-Avant-garde Circles], 
ráció Kiadó, Buda pest, 2004, 
pp. 240–272. http://members.
iif.hu/visontay/ponticulus/
rovatok/hidverok/erdely_ 
miklos.html.

7 the photographs were taken 
and printed by erdély’s son 
dániel (born 1956) based on 
his father’s instructions. verbal 
statement by dá niel erdély.

8 she began her series Untitled 
Film Stills at the end of 1977. 
see Cindy sherman, Retro-
spec tive, thames & Hudson, 
New york – London, 1997, p. 3.

Miklós Erdély, Photographing is forbidden, 1974
gelatin silver print, dokubrom paper, on card, 

image: 29.5 x 21, erdély estate
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wears black clothing, which contrasts sharply with 
the grey tones of the old photos, and he doesn’t try 
very hard to hide the traces of darkroom manipula-
tions that took place during printing.9 this con-
forms with the concept of the work. erdély did not 
want to disappear into the old photos, but to be 
present simultaneously in the original photos and 
in the new compositions.
the interview extract appended to Antal’s review10 
includes comments made by er dély about the fifth 
photograph, in which he is whispering something 
into his own ear that seems to cause his head to 
twitch to the side as if his neck were being tickled. 
erdély relates that the basis of the image is a photo-
graph of the artist made fifteen years earlier at a 
party when mildly inebriated he had fallen asleep.  
obviously he was not upright in the original picture, 
as he now appears, but lying down. By turning the 
picture 90° erdély created one of the most provoca-
tive images in the series. 
the idea of time travel – which may at first seem a 
playful notion and then an almost sentimental self-
confession – might also be a serious intellectual and 
artistic reaction to a contemporary news item regard-
ing the scientific possibility of time travel. erdély’s 
interdisciplinary, transmedia thinking art11 is in 
essence a string of illustrative representations of 
verbal and visual reflections, ideas, and inventions, 
expressed in most cases in the form of logical, ver-
bal, and/or visual paradoxes. No Photography also 
contained such a paradox, which Beke put concisely 
as the ‘pragmatic misapplication of a rule in a semi-
otic sense,’12 because the breach of the visible prohi-
bition made the prohibition visible. there is a simi-
lar paradox in every image in the Time Travel series 
because he unifies and shows as one the space and 
time of old and new photographs which were obvi-
ously taken at different times and places.
in the composite technique erdély found the right 
photographic equivalent to explore paradoxical pla-
nar and spatial shapes that occupied him on a hypo-
thetical level, the Moebius strip and the Klein bottle. 
it was the composite print and not the montage of 
cut-out photos pasted together that was the right 
photographic form for his personal concept of the 
montage in which the elements do not add together.  
rather their meanings cancel each other out, thus 
generating a new meaning in the viewer through the 
energy this releases.
due to the palpable, physical presence of the cut-out 
photos and newspaper cuttings in a pasted montage, 
two or more time–spaces are present at once. the 
independent time–space of each element does not 
cease but becomes secondary compared to the 
whole. However, as the Moebius strip has no inner 
or outer side and the Klein bottle has no inside or 

outside, the division of time is absent from the com-
posite photograph, which makes the past puncti-
form, without distension, turning everything in its 
homogenous medium into the present — which is 
now the past compared to the time of viewing.
Although we know that erdély could not be in a pic-
ture that was taken six years before his birth, there 
he is, and what’s more he is almost fifty years old 
(Time Travel I). We are not seeing scenes at two dif-
ferent points in time which our brain then tries to 
unite, but a single scene. We know and feel that 
somehow one part of the image does not sit well in 
the image, but this is swept aside by the experience 
of the reality of the whole picture. dreams work in 
exactly the same way. 
texts play an integral role in the Time Travel series 
and the thoughts expressed in them are inseparable 

9 istván Antal also noted this 
in his review ‘idő utazás’ [time 
travel], Foto, 1989/4, p. 149.

10 ‘Beszélgetéstöredék erdély 
Miklóssal’ [Fragmentary 
Con versations with Miklós 
erdély], Foto, 1989/4, p. 151.

11 this neat phrase is borrowed 
from györgy szegő, ‘Fotó/
szeánsz: erdély Miklós’ [Photo/ 
séance: Miklós erdély], Fotó-
művé szet, 1992/3, pp. 49–53. 
szegő makes very incisive 
remarks about the Hasidic 
roots of erdély’s opinions and 
his attachment to Martin 
Buber’s teachings.
12 László Beke, ‘erdély Miklós 
munkássága – krono-logikai 
vázlat ké pekkel 1985-ig’ [Mik-
lós erdély’s oeuvre – A Chro-
no-Logical sketch with Photos 
until 1985], & 1986: erdély 
Zichy kastély, p. 13.

Miklós Erdély, Metaphor I, 1972
gelatin silver print on card, each 12 x 16.5, collection of László Beke
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from erdély’s conceptual photographic works. 
Nothing demonstrates his use of text better than 
Anaxagoras: Snow Is Black (1971), a work linked to 
a lecture on cinematographic expression which 
embodies photographic technique, yet can hardly 
be called a photograph. in low light, erdély wrote 
the title of the work (in Hungarian: ‘A hó fekete’) 
with a brush dipped in fixer13 on a sheet of photo-
graphic paper which had been painted with devel-
oper. the sheet gradually turned black, more 
strongly in places untouched by fixer, as the paper 
was continuously exposed to light. Lastly, the whole 
sheet was fixed to arrest further development. ten 
years later the action was reconstructed on Mű
hely titkok (Workshop secrets), a television show 
presented by dóra Maurer, when er dély painted a 
sheet of photographic paper with developer in total 
darkness.  At the moment a bright, yet relatively 
weak light from a spotlight positioned behind his 
back and at a good distance from the camera was 
switched on, he began to write the statement in 
fixer. the sheet at the start of the inscription was 
covered by his back, thus the words ‘the snow’ (‘a 
hó’) remained white, while the second part ‘[is] 
black’ (‘fekete’) turned dark, or nearly black.14 
verbalis m, visuality, logic, positive and negative, 
and true and false swirl together and intermingle 
in these works. 
several versions of a work titled Self-Enlightening 
(1969) by erdély have survived. in these he illumi-
nated his own face with a hand-held flash, which 
was synchronized with the camera to fire at the mo-
ment the shot was taken. the overexposure caused 
by a flash held at close-range made the features of 
his face unrecognizable. the photographic fault, i.e. 
deliberately not calculating the strength of the flash 
during exposure, here becomes an element in the 
creation of the image.  this serves as the basis of the 
concept that too much knowledge can impede self-
awareness. i believe that the work’s subtitle ‘Light 
Eats Man’ refers to this, as does the use of the title 
word ‘self-enlightening,’ rather than ‘self-illumination.’15 

Although less usual, erdély also produced works 
without a ‘twist’ of photographic expression. one 
example is Metaphor 1 (1972), a pair of photo-
graphs with the logic of a sequence. in the second 
image erdély features as a ‘null morpheme.’ in other 
words he is not there. reviewers quite rightly 
placed this work in the context of erdély’s theoreti-
cal writings,16 but regardless of this (and in harmo-
ny with the title) it is relevant to consider it a subtle 
and sensitive metaphor of death. it is interesting 
that erdély did not choose to use superimposition 
here, which would have produced a mysterious 
there-but-not-there quality. 
erdély was able to make these conceptual works, 
which were often very bold from the aspect of pho-
tographic expression, because he completely ig-
nored the precepts of traditional photography and 
experimented without inhibitions. dániel erdély 
and györgy szegő both allege that erdély almost 
never held a camera in his hand, and according to 
László Beke he did not look at photographs to any 
great extent.17 in erdély’s article on robert Capa18 
he wrote that ‘artistic photography among the arts 
is akin to competition fishing among sports.’ there 
is nothing to suggest that erdély did not mean this 
seriously. on the subject of photography, he only 
wrote about endre Bálint’s photomontages,19 a genre 
almost exclusively practised by artists. it appears 
that photography in its established form was of little 
interest to him. this is precisely the radical rejec-
tion of ‘artistic’ photography, like all conventions, 
that gave erdély the freedom to create fascinating 
and fantastic works of conceptual photography. 

DÓRA MAURER 

Photo-grammar
the conceptual photographic works of dóra Maurer 
(born 1937) presented here,20 which systematically 
examine the visual language of photography, exem-
plify the analytic endeavours of the neo-avant-garde. 
All aspects of her work are of equal importance and 
individual examination is informative.  
When Maurer gave the Hungarian instruction 
‘describe what happens in each line,’ in the subtitle 
written on Reversible and Exchangeable Movement 
Phases, étude No. 4, she redefined the role division 
between the artist and viewer, casting aside the con-
ventional approach and giving the observer the 
active role of defining the meaning, message, and 
content of the work. secondly, she redefined the 
notion of the ‘unified work,’ which was the accepted 
aesthetic norm for artists at the time, by attributing 
independent roles to the various components of the 
work of art. thirdly, she defined the work as narra-

Miklós Erdély, Anaxagoras: Snow Is Black, 1971, 
reconstruction, 1981

gelatin silver print, dokubrom paper, 101.5 x 181.5, erdély estate

13 incorrectly stated as ‘devel-
oper’ in László Beke’s article 
‘Fotó-látás az új magyar mű-
vé szetben’ [Photographic 
vision in New Hungarian Art] 
(Fotóművé szet, 1972/3, p. 22, 
restated in ‘Médium/elmélet’ 
[Medium/theory], p. 24 and 
www.c3.hu/collection/kon-
cept/images/beke1.html) and 
in györgy szegő’s cited writ-
ing above. However, Beke cor-
rectly wrote fixer in the 1986 
erdély catalogue; the descrip-
tion of this action was adopt-
ed by dóra Maurer, ‘Fényelv-
tan. A fotogramról’ [Principles 
of Light. on the Photogram], 
Magyar Fotográfiai Múzeum, 
Kecskemét – Balassi, Buda-
pest, 2001, p. 51.

14 My thanks to dóra Maurer 
for her kindness in clarifying 
these technical details.

15 in my view györgy szegő’s 
interpretation that ‘the photo 
is a metaphor of a burning 
victim, of the Holocaust’ is too 
distant an association to apply 
even to this specific work, not 
to mention as a statement in-
tended to describe the essence 
of erdély’s photographic 
works in general, as szegő 
suggested. szegő, op.cit.,  p. 53.

16 szőke, op.cit., pp. 244–245.

17 His elder son, györgy er-
dély, recalls that his father 
took photos to apply to film 
college and also closely fol-
lowed his son’s photographic 
works, which slightly modi-
fies but does not essentially 
change the picture outlined.

18 Miklós erdély, ‘A háború ké-
pei. elmélkedés robert Capa 
arcképe fölött’, [images of the 
War. thoughts on seeing 
robert Capa’s Portrait], Fotó-
művészet, 1966/4. pp. 53–56. 
Citation from p. 54.

19 Miklós erdély, ‘egy mes ter-
ség és mestere. Bálint endre 
fotomontázs-kiállítása’ [A 
Craft and its Craftsman. exhi-
bition of endre Bálint’s Photo-
montages], Fotóművészet, 
1967/2, pp. 25–28.

20 two works from the series 
Reversible and Exchangeable 
Movement Phases (1972).
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tion, but in keeping with the foregoing, each line 
relates a different story. Moreover, these brief sto-
ries are heavily dependent upon the viewer’s subjec-
tivity, ability to interpret, and verbal skills. overall 
this is a variation of the ‘open work’ that was popu-
lar in that period, as indicated by the title of the 
series and each of the works, Reversible and Ex-
changeable Movement Phases. this brings us to the 
essential question of photographic expression: do 
individual photographs have clear, identifiable 
meaning? And what about the lines of photos? 
Maurer’s answer is self-evident: there is no clearly 
identifiable meaning inherent in the photographs 
or in specific lines. the viewer, that is the inter-
preter, attributes meaning to the photos, so the 
meaning is interpretation. in an interview Maurer 
said with reference to this work that a photograph 
of a ball thrown in the air can either be seen as 
‘coming’ or ‘going.’21

Maurer described each work in the series as an 
‘étude,’ referring to their structure based on musical 
principles; of course, not classical but contemporary 
music centered on repetition, variations, and combi-
nations. the letters written by Maurer beneath the 
first two lines of images in étude No. 6 suggest the 
mathematical basis of this principle of structuring 
music.22 
the études are built on the principle of simple per-
mutations without repetition, which is the factorial 
of 5 for five of the images, that is to say 5 x 4 x 3 x 2, 
resulting in 120 possible permutations. However, 
Maurer did not restrict herself to grouping combi-
natorial sequences, but went beyond permutations 
into repeated variations by using some elements 
more than once and even rotating certain elements 
to expand the original set. 

this gesture and the structure and ‘incomplete’ na-
ture of the works reveal that Maurer did not simply 
follow mathematical formulae in her compositions.  
rather she followed the internal logic and inconsis-
tencies of the visions and emotions of a thorough-
bred artistic temperament. 
the links these works had to her oeuvre in other 
genres (graphics and film) have been fairly well 
covered by the literature on Maurer,23 so i will not 
go into detail. Here the relevant aspect is that 
Maurer – similarly to erdély, Jovánovics, Pauer, and 
other artists – was not as interested in the photo-
graph per se, but in a broader context as an ‘im-
print,’ a special form of representation of the ‘origi-
nal and the copy.’24

Lastly, i would like to consider an image by Maurer 
that was taken in 1972 during a trip with Miklós 
erdély, tibor gáyor, györgy Jovánovics, and ta más 
szentjóby to györgy galántai’s studio in a disused 
chapel at Balatonboglár. What was originally a 

snapshot documenting the group’s larking around 
(or on a more profound level, the improvised action 
of the artists) can rightly be said to have trans-
formed into an artwork. this frequently published 
image from sheet No. 15 of the Once We Went... series 
is an extraordinary picture showing szentjóby 
reading a book while hanging upside down from 
the branch of a tree. the inspiration for the image 
came from the wrought iron gate across the cha-
pel’s entrance and was the brainchild of the sculp-
tor györgy Jovánovics.25 szentjóby said that the 
picture came together in an instant. He just had 
time to pick up a book and tuck his long hair into 
his shirt collar to disguise the trick. the image is 
exciting in itself, an example of artistic free will 
cocking a snook at ‘reality.’ 

TIBOR HAJAS 

Body art
the curtailed oeuvre of the poet and performer 
tibor Hajas (1946–1980)26 is arguably the most 
discussed topic of the period yet it cannot be said 
to have been treated thoroughly. Art historians 
missed an opportunity in 2005, the retrospective 
exhibition held at the Ludwig Museum on the twenty-
fifth anniversary of Hajas’s death, to appreciate 
him in a monograph showing and evaluating the 
interconnections of his unduly brief yet rich life’s 
work, which was devoted to interweaving various 
branches of the verbal and visual arts. the content 
of the retrospective exhibition was of a high stan-
dard and factually correct, but the thin catalogue 
does not compensate for the lack of a monograph.
there are three segments of Hajas’s oeuvre connected 
to photography that are pertinent to this book. one 
is the public actions where he worked together 
with several photographers, including gábor dobos, 
istván Lugossy, györgy Makky, János szerencsés, 
János vető, gyula Zaránd and tibor Zátonyi, some-
times as the maker of the photo-documentation 
and at other times as an assistant.   
the second is Hajas’s interest in the theoretical 
side of photography. Although he did not write sys-
tematic works on the theory of photography, pas-
sages from his writings, incisive statements about 
the nature and status of photography as a medium, 
are often quoted. the conciseness of these sentences 
means that the extracts are often cited out of con-
text, yet when read in their original framework, 
they form a coherent system resting on three con-
ceptual pillars. the first pillar is that Hajas, who 
thought of himself as a poet throughout his life, was 
involved in photography, video, film, performance, 
and other visual media because he felt that his 

21 László Beke, ‘Beszélge tés 
Maurer dórával’ [Conversa-
tion with dóra Maurer], 21 
April 1976, Mozgó Világ, 
1977/3, p. 50.

22 My thanks to my friend and 
able mathematician Ábel 
Knuth, who helped me with 
the next paragraph.

23 Aside from the above men-
tioned conversation between 
Beke and Maurer, see András 
Bán, ‘Hogyan használja a fotót 
Maurer? Néhány észrevé tel’ 
[How does Maurer use Pho-
tography. some observations] 
in & 1979: Maurer: Fotólel-
tár [Photo inventory], pp. 14–
15; gábor Kaszás, egy mű vész-
pár [Artist Couple], in Maurer 
dóra (ed.), Párhuzamos élet-
művek: Maurer, Gáyor [Paral-
lel oeuvres: Maurer and 
gáyor ]. városi Művészeti 
Mú ze um , győr [2002], pp. 
69–114, in particular pp. 79, 
81–82, 84–86.

24 Cf. Peirce’s categories ‘icon’ 
and ‘index’.

25 Maurer, Op.cit., p. 136.

26 He died in a car accident at 
the age of 34.
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original means of expression, language, was obso-
lete and no longer capable of conveying modern 
thoughts. ‘We have clearly reached the point where 
language is unable to accommodate all the content 
to be communicated. And visual communication 
systems annex new areas not in lieu of language 
but to expand, broaden, and adapt language to cur-
rent tasks,’ he said in interview.27

the second pillar of the conceptual system is that 
photography deserves a special place among the 
arts because this is the most democratic and most 
direct means of expression and the creation of im-
ages. this concept can be linked to the new-left-
wing motivation of the neo-avant-garde approach, 
whose wording was couched in neo-Marxist phrase-
ology, deemed at the time an oppositional voice: 
‘the camera is a modern means of production mov-
ing at the level of current technology. At the same 
time, by virtue of its individual nature, its penetra-
tion of society and other factors, it is more progres-
sive than the even more modern film or television, 
whose operation depends on more slowly changing 
social structures reliant on, horribile dictu, the 
method of production.’28

the third pillar is a group of statements referring to 
the nature of photography, interweaving, supple-
menting, and explaining each other, which form a 
coherent subsystem within the larger system. their 
point of departure is the proposition, already men-
tioned in connection with erdély, that photography 

as a communication medium is intended to recall 
the presence of the past. As Hajas said in his fine po-
etic style, ‘Photography is the funerary cult of the 
twentieth century, making those preparing to depart 
stay, evoking the dead, ensuring perpetual contact 
with the past and the mutable.’29 While nicely 
phrased, the idea itself is none too original in photo-
graphic theory, and André Bazin and susan sontag 
constructed their own theories based on this.30 
Neither is it overly original that Hajas, starting from 
the ‘basic nature’ of the photographic medium, real-
ized that, ‘the photograph, as the direct representa-
tion of reality, is evidence.’
Hajas, at his most original, at least from a theoreti-
cal viewpoint, inverts the inherently documentary 
nature of photography, seeing in it the most effec-
tive means of realizing fiction and celebrating the 
magical power of photography. He does not regard 
this as a simple game of fantasy, but as part of a 
freedom program to replace the failed project of 
creating a classless society.
Here are a few quotations by Hajas that singularly 
and within their original context are relevant to this 
thought process: ‘A person is being created who is 
no longer defined by his or her birth, name and 
even gender. (...) Photos do not document but real-
ize our appearances. (...) Photos encourage male to 
be female, the young to be old, the son to be his own 
mother, the stranger to be another stranger whose 
resemblance is the only link. (...) the medium im-
perceptibly turns everything into its own image; 
whoever turns themselves into an image of the me-
dium has escaped.’31 
this brings us to a very interesting segment of 
Hajas’s oeuvre, the photo performances created 
together with János vető in 1978 and 1979. László 
Beke described these in an interview: ‘they are 
about the human [meaning Hajas’s] body, but per-
fectly composed photos created for the camera, 
and i think these may be his works of the highest 
order.’32  unfortunately Beke only published a brief 
text about the photographic works of Hajas (and 
vető),33 merely explaining the hierarchical relation-
ship between the two in their joint works. He made 
no attempt to inform the reader about the ‘works of 
the highest order aesthetically,’ other than to say 
how Hajas marked the pictures to be printed on the 
contact sheets. 
An opportunity missed. instead of presenting the 
material result of perhaps the most important part 
of Hajas’s canon, the collection of performance pho-
tographs is reduced to a picture book to flip through. 
the visual experience is more fully presented in 
Beke’s summary written twenty-five years ago,34 
and in the in-depth studies by Krisztina dékei and 
gábor Klaniczay35 of the artistic and intellectual 

27 András Bán and Pé ter Fitz, 
‘interjú a fotóról’ [interview 
about Photography], Orpheus 
21, 1999, http://www.inaplo.
hu/or/199921/09_ban_fitz.
html.

28 tibor Hajas, ‘Jegyzetek’ 
[Notes], in tamás Papp (com-
piled and edited), ‘szóget tó. 
válogatás az új magyar avant-
garde dokumentumai ból’ 
[Word ghetto. selection from 
the documents of the New 
Hungarian Avant-garde], 
Jelenlét, 1989/1–2, p. 116.

29 tibor Hajas, ‘A fotó mint 
képzőművészeti médium’ 
[Photo as an Artistic Medium], 
Hajas, ‘Notes’, pp. 115–116. 
My italicizing.

30 André Bazin, ‘the ontology 
of the Photographic image’, in 
Bazin, What Is Cinema? Avail-
able from: https://archive.org/ 
stream/Bazin_Andre_What_
is_Cinema_volume_1/Bazin_
Andre_What_is_Cinema_
volume_1_djvu.txt; susan 
sontag, On Photography, ro-
setta Books, New york, 2005. 
Available from: http://art.
buffalo.edu/coursenotes/
art314/sontag.pdf. According 
to a verbal statement by györgy 
F. széphelyi, the younger 
brother of the artist (1949–
2014), Ha jas probably came 
to this realization himself 
rather than based on these 
works.

31 Hajas, op.cit., p. 116.

32 ‘A semmi egében utak fehé-
ren...’ [White Paths in the sky 
of Nothing], Miklós szalai’s 
conversation with László Be-
ke and györgy F. széphelyi 
about tibor Hajas, Orpheus 
10, 1992, p. 79.

33 László Beke (ed.), Képkor-
bácsolás: Hajas Ti bor (1946–
1980) Vető Já nossal készített 
fotómun kái [Picture Flogging, 
Photo Works of tibor Hajas 
(1946–1980) and Já nos vető], 
MtA Művészettörté neti 
Kutató intézet, Buda pest, 2004.

34 László Beke, ‘A performance 
és Hajas tibor’ [Performance 
and tibor Hajas], Mozgó Világ, 
1980/10.

35 Krisztina dékei, ‘Hajas ti-
bor (1946–1981) szöve gei’ 
[tibor Hajas’s texts] (abridged 
version), in dr. vera Baksa-
soós and Krisztina Üveges 
(eds.), Hajas Tibor: Kényszer-
le szállás [tibor Hajas: emer-
gency Landing], Ludwig Mú-
zeum – Kortárs Művészeti 
Mú zeum, Budapest, 2005 
(n.p.). For details of the origi-
nal essay, see the same source. 
gábor Klaniczay, ‘elgyö tört 
test és megtépett ru ha. Két 
kultúrtörténeti adalék a per-
formance gyökereihez’ [tor-
mented Body and torn Clothes. 
two Factors of Cultural Histo-
ry for the roots of Perfor-
mance], http://www.artpool.
hu/performance/
forrklaniczay.html.

Photoaction by János vető and tibor Hajas 
on Moszkva square, 1975
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background to Hajas’s performances and the con-
versation between szalai, Beke, and széphelyi re-
ferred to above36 as these cast light on the spiritual 
background of Hajas’s art and philosophy. ist ván 
Hajdu’s comments, which raise questions put for-
ward at gatherings and other platforms, including 
reviews and interviews, also provide important in-
sights to Hajas’s influences.37

there is not enough space to review these here and 
neither is this the right occasion to do so.  All that is 
relevant to the subject of this book is that although 
Ha jas indeed reserved the author’s right to select 
the frames to be published and in the compilation 
of the tableaux, vető’s role in making these photo-
graphic works was much more than pressing the 
button of the cable release.
regarding the hierarchical relationship, differences 
in temperament aside, this seems a fairly natural 
setup between the then 32-year-old Hajas, a linch-
pin of the avant-garde, and the younger vető, then 
age 25, whose talent was by then nevertheless con-
firmed. vető did not want to exaggerate the impor-
tance of his own role even in retrospect. in his 
thoughtful recollections of Hajas he said with exem-
plary humility that ‘i offered my best skills to my 
friend and master tibor Hajas with unconditional 
respect.’38

in the same source, vető spoke in the most natural 
way about the background to their joint film Self-
Fashion Show,39 which sprang from a brainstorm he 
had during a photoaction: ‘We went to Moszkva 
square with a large roll of black paper to make an 
old dream of mine of using the street as a studio 
come true. He [Hajas] wrote a rousing text for this, 
out of which the film Self-Fashion Show was born 
later.’ this natural division of labor was probably 
typical of their relationship, both of them contrib-
uting what they understood best to their joint 
works. For Hajas this was his verbalism, while vető 
gave his visuality and a photographer’s way of see-
ing.  the learning was reciprocal.

the basic idea of performances built on photographs 
– the whole undertaking as well as the works – was 
most certainly that of Hajas. However, with regard to 
setting up the location and the camera, which is not 
a trivial consideration in photography projects, 
vető’s decisions must have been all but final. this is 
obvious, for example, in his composition Flesh 
Painting III (1978), which had to be shot from over-
head in order to impart a dream-like quality to the 
images: Hajas appears to be supported on the back-
ground and disappears into it.40 this is even more 
evident in his composition Flesh Painting II (Land-
scape) (1978), which has a direct link with vető’s 
portraits of human figures split into autonomous 
images and then reassembled.
it is to be hoped that sooner or later the long over-
due monograph on Hajas will eventually be written 
with a balanced assessment of the contribution of 
vető (and the other photographers involved) in the 
survival of his oeuvre and in its aesthetic expression. 

36 see footnote 32.

37 opening text of the retro-
spective exhibition ‘Be Banned’ 
(Légy tilos), Balkon, 2005/6, 
http://www.balkon.hu/
balkon05_06/03hajdu.html.

38 János vető, ‘A fény éj szakái’ 
[Nights of the Light], Orpheus 
1999 spring, Hajas issue, 
http://www.inaplo.hu/or/fs_
mutato.html.

39 Camerawork by gábor 
do bos (cameraman) under 
the guidance of János vető.

40 Beke in the aforementioned 
review overlooks this impor-
tant technical and aesthetic 
detail, and misleadingly writes: 
‘Flesh Painting corrupts a na-
ked body painted snow-white 
standing in front of a white 
wall into an even, homogene-
ous surface by smearing black 
paint,’ Beke, op.cit., p. 108.

János Vető, Coach Biki, 1978
Negatives, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist 

Photoaction by János vető and tibor Hajas 
on Moszkva square, 1975

gelatin silver print, 8.5 x 12.4, collection of Anna Kiss Kovács
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otHer suBJeCts

Art

As we have seen in previous chapters, photogra-
phers formulated their artistic questions and 
dilemmas not in relation to art in general but spe-
cifically to photography. instead of the relationship 
of art and reality,41 László Haris and Antal Jokesz 
examined the relationship of the medium of 
photography and reality in their works. györgy 
stalter did not search for the traits of the artist 
portrayed in his self-portraits, but raised questions 
about the role of the photographer, the two sides of 
the camera. 
Modesty may lie behind this, something along the 
lines of ‘i’m just a photographer, not an artist,’ or 
the opposite, professional confidence. As the 24-  
year-old Já nos vető impudently flung into the face of 
the art world: ‘the art of the seventies is creative 
photography. Not one of the branches of the arts 
but “the art.” Photography is the front line.’42

However, the conceptual photographic works of a 
fairly significant proportion of fine artists and 
other artistic professionals centered on the major 
issues of art as well as society in this connection. 
What is art? Who is an artist? What is the place of 
art and artists in society? 

TAMÁS SZENTJÓBY 

tamás szentjóby (st.Auby) (born 1944) approach-
es the issues of art as a social mission and does so 
with an edge highly critical of society. For example, 
Hungarian Poem (1972) is a parable of the prostitu-
tion of art and mainly of the artist. szentjóby, who 
started off as a poet, is busking in the guise of a gypsy 
mu sician with a five-hundred forint banknote past-
ed to his forehead as a shameful stigma. this bank-
note was introduced in 1970 and bore a portrait of 
the poet endre Ady. szentjóby probably disapproved 
of a poet on a banknote, but the main message is 
the absurdity of the poet he is caricaturing trying 
to type a poem with a pair of cimbalom hammers. 
Another work in the 1973 series is a pictorial inter-
pretation of a central avant-garde question: Who is 
an artist? some of the images, in line with the neo-
avant-garde’s new-left, critical attitude towards so-
ciety, show ordinary workers as ‘artists’: a turner = a 
sculptor, a decorator = a painter, two working lads = 
the ‘living sculpture performers’ gilbert and george, 
a road construction laborer = land artist, a worker 
on a tram = an actor, a typesetter = a writer, a post-
man = a mail artist. everyone is or can be an artist, 
the avant-garde proclaimed. szentjóby went further 

and declared that the working people are the true 
artists and not the artists of the galleries. other 
images in the series that use press photos give a 
different definition of art: hunger, terrorism, war, 
and other phenomena of civilization are presented 
as ‘art.’ the series is one of the most mature exam-
ples of art in the spirit of Hungarian Fluxus. 

TIBOR CSIKY

the photoworks of the sculptor tibor Csiky (1932–
1989)43 explored similar questions to those de-
scribed above, but are more conventional in ap-
proach and less strident in their social criticism. in 
Hungary Art (1973), for example, the two words of 
the title are marked on an empty tin that originally 
contained cabbage. this image sets life against art 
and physical food against intellectual food, as well 
as indicating the ‘canned’ or preserved nature of 
certain artistic products. 
Design for a Sculpture (1973) and Two Bicycles 
(1973) are about the relationship of the physical 
world around us and art, and the democratization 
of the subjects of art. the former only shows that 
Csiky envisaged or conceived a sculpture in an in-
dustrial gantry while the object in the latter was 
actually turned into a sculpture – his work Small 

41 under the communist re-
gime of János Kádár ‘there 
was a “reality” for official use 
which was maintained by the 
politics, and there was a “gen-
uine” reality, but this was hy-
pothetical: an idea about what 
genuine reality might be like 
without the cover of the sys-
tem of lies and suppression.’ 
Éva Forgács, ‘A való ság fogal-
mának változása a 80-as évek 
magyar mű vészetében’ 
[Changes in the Concept of 
reality in Hungarian Art in 
the 1980s] in ilona Keserű 
(ed.), A modern posztjai [the 
Modern Posts], eLte Bölcsé-
szettudományi Kar, [Buda-
pest], 1994, p. 16.

42 tibor Hajas, ‘töredékek az 
„új fotó”-ról vető János (sz. 
1953) munkáinak ürü gyén.’ 
[Fragments on ‘New Photo’ 
apropos of the Works of János 
vető (born 1953)], Moz gó 
Világ, 1977/1, p. 70.

43 tibor Csiky, Fotómunkák/
Photoworks 1973–1975, vin-
tage galéria, Buda pest, 2006.

 Tamás Szentjóby, Painter, from the Who Is an Artist? series, 1973
gelatin silver print, 24 x 15, collection of the artist 
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Sculpture (1975) can be traced back to the sight of 
the two bicycle wheels.  
Csiky gives a somewhat romantic interpretation of 
the role of the artist in Danger! High Voltage (1973), 
in which we see the painter imre Bak next to a sign 
on the door of a transformer station. the text in the 
catalogue written by the art historian László 
százados describes the image as having ironic, gen-
tly teasing tones, as i too would have thought see-
ing the sign, but the art critic istván Hajdu, who 
knew Csiky well, said unambiguously at the open-
ing of the exhibition of Csiky’s photoworks that 
there was nothing ironic about it at all.44

GÉZA PERNECZKY 

the 1971 conceptual works of géza Perneczky (born 
1936) are photographic caricatures using the word 
‘Art,’ which naturally should be taken very seriously. 
of the four works from the series Concepts like 
Commentary to be considered now, CounterReflec-
tion is a witty parody of Marxist-Lukácsian ‘reflec-
tion theory,’ which states that the main role of art 
is to reflect social reality; Cuckoo’s Egg is a remind-
er of the ‘similar but different’ nature of life and 
art; Sundown predicts that sooner or later darkness 
will fall on art, and Soap Bubbles suggests that the 
‘stunt’ is noteworthy in itself, and perhaps that it 
is transcendent. these are snappy, elegant, and 
instructive visual gags. 

MuseuM

While photographers also dealt with the issues of 
art and artists, albeit in a reformulated manner, 
one important aspect of this area fell completely 
beyond their horizon. this was the problem of 
museums and exhibiting, about which the painters 
Ákos Birkás and Zsigmond Károlyi expressed their 
opinions in different approaches that remain valid 
today. so why did photographers not examine this? 
Maybe this was because the possibility of their 
works disappearing into the artwork graveyard of 
museums and galleries was a personal problem for 
painters, at least theoretically, whereas this ‘dan-
ger’ did not threaten photographers. 
the relationship of photographers to the social sta-
tus of art was different from that of artists who had 
graduated from the Academy. it was one thing to 
study and take exams in the history of art while 
feeling that it needed to be entirely re-written and 
another to actually learn skills through self-instruc-
tion. in the latter instance people tended to be less 
critical of the printed word. 

ÁKOS BIRKÁS 

the photoworks of Ákos Birkás45 (born 1941), in 
which he criticizes museums, can be divided into 
two parts based on their method of creation. the 
first group of photographs were taken by Birkás on 
a walk around the outside of Budapest’s Museum of 
Fine Arts, recognizing images in flaking plasterwork, 
piles of litter gathered in corners, and splatters of 
pigeon excrement on the sidewalk. Conceptually, 
these ‘outside’ pictures should be considered more 
interesting than the art inside the museum because 
they belong to reality and life rather than the annals 
of art.

Birkás’s second series of photographs criticizing 
museums is also based on the contrast between the 
inner and outer space, but with a different set of co-
ordinates:  the ‘inside’ is the interior space of the 
paintings hanging on the walls, while the ‘outside’ 
is the exhibition area reflected in the glass. Birkás 
is making the same statement as in the first image 
type, wherein recording the real outer space is more 
interesting and important than looking at the 
pictures on display. to achieve this, he uses an 
error of photographic expression – the reflection 
disturbing the sight of the paintings – as an image-
creating element.

44 László százados, ‘Az objek-
tív valóság struktú rái’ [struc-
tures of objective reality], in 
Csiky, op.cit., (n.p.). the exhi-
bition opening took place on 
March 6, 2007, at vintage 
galéria.

45 For a summary see Krisztina 
szipőcs, ‘Konceptuális fotó-
munkák a hetvenes évek köze-
pétõl 1979-ig’ [Conceptual 
Photoworks from the Mid 
seventies to 1979], in Ákos 
Birkás, Művek / Works 1975–
2006. Ludwig Múzeum – Kor-
társ Művészeti Múzeum, Bu-
dapest, 2006, pp. 8–11; edit 
sasvári, ‘Építmény vagy út? 
Beszélgetés Birkás Ákossal’ 
[Construction or road? Con-
versation with Ákos Birkás], 
ibid., pp. 43–48.

Tibor Csiky, Danger! High Voltage, (imre Bak), 1973
gelatin silver print, 61.3 x 43.1, vintage galéria
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ZSIGMOND KÁROLYI 

the conceptual works of Zsigmond Károlyi (born 
1952) likewise consider the question ‘what are we 
painting for?’46 with roughly the same message as 
Birkás, but expressed with fewer indirect implica-
tions and more reference to himself. in Untitled 
(1975), for example, he uses an empty frame to 
declare a section of his studio wall, a piece of his 
life, to be a work of art.47 Károlyi’s studies of space, 
planes, and time in photographs and words are par-
allel to similar works by Antal Jokesz. He deliberates 
on the relationships of real time and space, and the 
correspondences of the time–space of the photo-
graph just like Jokesz does in his conceptual works.48 
A similar parallel exists between Károlyi’s photo-
graph Bust (1976) and János vető’s portrait concepts 
based on mosaics. 

GYÖRGY JOVÁNOVICS 

Reflection
the sculptor györgy Jovánovics (born 1939) based 
his series Liza Wiathruck on the phenomenon of 
reality multiplied as seen in reflections in window 
panes.49

From the aspects of photographic expression and 
camera syntax, this is the same as Birkás’s photo-
graphs of the museum interior, using a photographic 
fault as a creative image-making component. 
Photography manuals suggest the use of a polariz-
ing filter to avoid this error. 
Photographers who are excessively conditioned by 
this exhortation rarely exploit the visual opportuni-
ties offered by reflections. Jovánovics, who either 
had no such inhibitions or for the sake of the images 
overcame them, created one of the most beautiful 
and exciting opuses of Hungarian conceptual pho-
tography through this photographic ‘fault.’ Photog-
raphy as a form of expression also had a strong in-
fluence on Jovánovics as a sculptor. His admirers 
frequently attribute this to the fact that his work 
should be viewed from a particular vantage point, 
like planar artworks such as paintings, prints and 
drawings, or photographs. 

PArALLeLs ANd diFFereNCes

the obvious differences between the use of photo-
graphic means and the subjects approached by art-
ists and photographers has now been examined. the 
following artists engaged in more subtle differences, 
sometimes merely a variance in emphasis, which 
underlie similar solutions of form. 

IMRE BAK 

i mentioned in the chapter Spatial Constructions 
that imre Bak (born 1939) liked making paintings 
based on the principle of reflection. early examples 
of this include Violet–Green–Blue (1967) and Cruci-
form (1968), followed by Reflection (1976), and Pink 
Violence and Tao (1993).50 these are impressive 
and exciting works in their own right, but they are 
interesting here because they graphically illustrate 
the difference between painting and photography 
from the viewpoint of the creation of illusion versus 
being bound to reality.
this is especially true when these paintings are 
compared to photographic works by imre Bak that 
follow a similar logic.51 However much Bak strove 
to reduce the images to abstract geometric and 
organic elements through a minimal use of color, 
diffuse lighting, framing, and rotation, the presence 
of life, nature, and reality is recorded in the photo-
graphs.
Bak’s photographs are aesthetically pleasing, but 
their true beauty emanates from an oriental influ-
ence. Philosophy is concealed behind their decora-

46 Zsigmond Károlyi, I.K.E.M.XX. 
Károlyi Zsig mond fotós munkái 
és írá sai, Tandori Dezső elő
sza  vával [Photoworks and 
writings of Zsig mond Károlyi, 
with foreword by dezső 
tandori], Magyar Fotográfiai 
Múzeum, Kecskemét, 2003.

47 For the photoworks made 
by Károlyi at this time, see 
László Beke, ‘Károlyi Zsig mond 
– a jelenlét mint utópia’ [Zsig-
mond Károlyi – Presence as a 
utopia], Mozgó Világ, 1979/1, 
pp. 113, 121–123.

48 For more on these concep-
tual works, see the relevant 
parts of the chapters Self-Por-
traits and Portrait Concepts 
and Antal Jokesz’s book A pre-
parált idő nyomában [track-
ing Prepared time], Művésze-
tek Háza – Pros pektus Nyom-
da, veszp rém, 1999.

49 györgy Jovánovics, Liza 
Wiathruck: Holos Graphos. 
Képregény [Liza Wiathruck: 
Holos graphos. Comic Book], 
Jelenkor Kiadó, Pécs, 1999.

50 see Hajdu istván, Bak Imre,
gondolat Kiadói Kör, 2003.

51 imre Bak, Fotókonceptek/
Photoconcepts 1971–1979, vin-
tage galéria, Buda pest, [2005].

Zsigmond Károlyi, Untitled., 1975
gelatin silver print, 5.2 x 5.6, collection of the artist
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tive qualities. imre Bak said in a conversation that 
the works he created based on reflection were 
founded in the second sentence of the Tabula Sma-
ragdina: ‘that which is below is like that which is 
above & that which is above is like that which is 
below to do the miracles of one only thing.’52

PÉTER TÜRK 

Although based on a totally different concept and 
accordingly made by a completely different tech-
nique, there is a clear parallel between Street (circa 
1978–1979) by Péter türk (1943–2015) and the 
tableau 5 June 1975 by László Haris (born 1943).53 
Both are large pictures made from sequences, the 
whole consisting of details – and the fact that both 
large images have a shadowy, cross-shaped patch is 
down to metaphysics.  
the other work by türk considered here is Class 
Average (1979), which was made with the same 
technique as the last. türk cut small photos into l cm 
x l cm squares and then, following the order of his 
tableau pictures, composed the large mosaic image. 
there is an alien, extraterrestrial quality to the 
picture and it is spine-chillingly beautiful. this is 
what happens when individual personalities are 
mechanically ‘averaged,’ even if the individual’s 
appearance is very average. At the time türk was 
teaching in a secondary vocational school special-
izing in the printing industry and he photographed 
his students for this work. As the teacher, he was 
responsible for the class and had to prepare a lot of 
statistics.  this work can be seen as the artistic re-
interpretation of this soul-destroying task.
there is a classic prototype of Class Average, which 
türk was unaware of when he made his work, László 
Moholy-Nagy’s 1930 portrait The ‘good boy,’ which 
was made by superimposing the portraits of the ten 
best students in a class.54 of course, the similarity is 
only in the basic idea.  in Moholy-Nagy’s image the 
details are lost and blend together, while in türk’s 
every one of the original pictures is present. one 
other parallel that deserves mention is the cut-up 
and re-assembled cityscapes and portraits, made 
using a similar technique from around 1973, by the 
‘grand old man’ of Polish avant-garde photography, 
Janusz Bąkowski (1922–2005).55

the systematic visual examination of the dualities 
of light and shadow, scene and thought, part and 
whole, positive and negative, depth and height, et 
cetera,56 and the logic and metaphysics of black and 
white photography run throughout the oeuvre of 
Péter türk. türk informed me that due to adverse 
working conditions numerous photoworks similar 
to the above remained unfinished. 

GÁBOR ATTALAI 

the self-portraits of gábor Attalai (1934–2011) are 
examinations of the medium, at once sequences and 
provocative parables, which unlike similar works by 
photographers can be interpreted as express criti-
cisms of the system. No Air (1971) is a sequence of 
five images that show how much pain there is – but 
in what? in ripping sticking plaster off your mouth? 
Well, okay, but having ‘no air’ is even more painful. 
Attalai could be certain that everyone would under-
stand the title of the sequence in a real, that is figu-
rative, sense. 
Idiotic Communication (1973) is another series that 
functions in the same way: Attalai and his partner 
communicate with each other by squeezing or put-
ting their fingers up each other’s noses, and stuff-
ing their fingers, indeed their fists, into each oth-
er’s mouths. this is the most idiotic way to commu-
nicate – but metaphorically was this not exactly 
how officialdom tried to ‘communicate’ with peo-
ple at the time? in his series Idiotic Manner (1973), 
Attalai inflicts upon himself these intrusive inva-
sions of personal space that distort his face. 
in an idiotic world you have to pretend to be idiotic 
to preserve your sanity. 

52 see https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/emerald_tablet# 
the_tablet_text; translated by 
isaac Newton.

53 see the chapter Sequences.

54 in L. Moholy-Nagy, vision in 
motion, Paul theobald and 
Company, 1969, Chicago, p. 
254, Fig. 352 and 353, plus 
Moholy-Nagy’s comment on 
these images. 

55 Hugo schöttle (ed.), Dumont 
foto 1. Fotokunst und Foto-
design international, duMont 
Buchverlag, Cologne, 1978. 
Photos 47–48 (n. p.); daniela 
Mrázková (ed.), Co Je Fotografie 
/ What is Photography, 
video Press, Prague, 1989. 
(n.p.)

56 see Zsófia Beke’s entry on 
Artportal: http://www.
artportal.hu/lexikon/
muveszek/turk_peter/.

Gábor Attalai, Idiotic Manner No. 4, 1973
gelatin silver print, each 25 x 36, collection of the artist
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Gyula Pauer, unt. from the Box with Ten Photographs series, 1976
gelatin silver print, each 30 x 21.8, HNg
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Gyula Pauer, unt. from the Box with Ten Photographs series, 1976
gelatin silver print, each 30 x 21.8, HNg
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Gyula Pauer, unt. from the Box with Ten Photographs series, 1976
gelatin silver print, each 30 x 21.8, HNg
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Miklós Erdély, Time Travel I, 1976
gelatin silver print on hardboard, 48 x 49 x 5, iKM
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Miklós Erdély, Time Travel II-III, 1976
gelatin silver print on hardboard, 48 x 49 x 5, iKM
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Miklós Erdély, Time Travel IV-V, 1976
gelatin silver print on hardboard, 48 x 49 x 5, iKM
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Miklós Erdély, Self-Enlightening 1-2, 1969
Negative, 6 x 6, photo by gyula Zaránd, erdély estate
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Miklós Erdély, Anaxagoras: Snow Is Black, the action at university theatre, 1971
Negative, 6 x 6, erdély estate
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Dóra Maurer, unt. from the Once We Went... series, 1972
gelatin silver print, 24 x 18, HNg
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Dóra Maurer, unt. from the Once We Went... series, 1972
gelatin silver print, 24 x 18, HNg
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Dóra Maurer, Reversible and Exchangeable Movement Phases, Étude No. 4, 1972
gelatin silver print on hardboard, 80 prints, each 10 x 10.5; tableau 120 x 120, LM
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Dóra Maurer, Reversible and Exchangeable Movement Phases, Étude No. 6, 1972
gelatin silver print on hardboard, 100 prints, each 8.8 x 10.5; tableau 120 x 120, LM
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Tibor Hajas – János Vető, Flesh Painting III, 1978
gelatin silver print on hardboard, 16 prints, each 17.8 x 23.8; tableau: 90 x 110 x 4.3, LM
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Tibor Hajas – János Vető, Flesh Painting II (Landscape), 1978
gelatin silver print on hardboard, each 19.8 x 29.2; tableau: 90 x 110 x 4.3, LM
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Tamás Szentjóby, Actor; Gilbert and George, from the Who Is an Artist? series, 1973
gelatin silver print, 24 x 15, collection of the artist 
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Tamás Szentjóby, Writer; Mail Artist, from the Who Is an Artist? series, 1973
gelatin silver print, 24 x 15, collection of the artist
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Tamás Szentjóby, Land artist; Sculptor, from the Who Is an Artist? series, 1973
gelatin silver print, 24 x 15, collection of the artist
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Tamás Szentjóby, Hungarian Poem, 1972; photographed by Júlia Veres 
gelatin silver print, dokubrom paper, 29.7 x 20.7, collection of the artist
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Tibor Csiky, Design for a Sculpture, 1973
gelatin silver print, 43.4 x 61.2, vintage galéria
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Tibor Csiky, Two Bicycles, 1973
gelatin silver print, 61.3 x 43.2, vintage galéria



320

Géza Perneczky, CounterReflection; Cuckoo’s Egg, from the Concepts like Commentary series, 1971
gelatin silver print, each 19.4 x 29.6, vintage galéria
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Géza Perneczky, Sundown; Soap Bubbles, from the Concepts like Commentary series, 1971
gelatin silver print, each 19.4 x 29.6, vintage galéria
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Birkás Ákos, unt. from the Signs of Life at the Outer Wall of the Museum series, 1975–76
gelatin silver print, dokubrom paper, each 19.3 x 19.8, collection of the artist
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Birkás Ákos, Reflection, from the Art-Museum-Art series, 1976
gelatin silver print, 26.7 x 27; 25.7 x 16.7, collection of the artist
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Gábor Attalai, Left-Right / Parallel-Across, 1972
gelatin silver print on card, 72.2 x 59.3; image: 53.8 x 50.4, collection of the artist 
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Zsigmond Károlyi, Bust, 1976
gelatin silver print on A4 graph paper, images: 2 x 2; 4 x 4, collection of the artist
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György Jovánovics, Organic Pic-Cell. Ideal Element, from the Liza Wiathruck series, 1977
gelatin silver print, 20 x 29.5, sárospatak galéria
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György Jovánovics, Liza Wiathruck’s Portrait i, from the Liza Wiathruck series, 1977
gelatin silver print, 20.5 x 29.5, sárospatak galéria
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György Jovánovics, Organic Pic-Cell. Concrete Element, from the Liza Wiathruck series, 1977
gelatin silver print, 20.2 x 30, sárospatak galéria
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György Jovánovics, Liza Wiathruck’s Portrait I, from the Liza Wiathruck series, 1977
gelatin silver print, 29.5 x 20.7, sárospatak galéria
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Imre Bak, Reflection, 1978
Color photograph, 11.5 x 17.5, a private collection
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Imre Bak, Water–light, 1978
Color photograph, 18.3 x 12.5, a private collection
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Imre Bak, Up and Down, 1978
Color photograph, 12.5 x 17.5, a private collection
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Imre Bak, Summer, 1979
Color photograph, filtered to monochrome yellow, 12.5 x 18, a private collection
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Péter Türk, The Street 1, 1978–79
gelatin silver print on card, each 17.8 x 12.8; tableau: 94.5 x 69.5, sárospatak galéria
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Péter Türk, The Street. Visual generalisation by combining 25 street scenes, 1978–79
gelatin silver print on card, 94.5 x 69.5, sárospatak galéria
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Péter Türk, Class Average I, 1979
gelatin silver print on card, each 16 x 14; tableau: 80 x 70, HNg
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Péter Türk, Class Average II, 1979
gelatin silver print on card, 80 x 70, HNg
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Gábor Attalai, Idiotic communication, 1973
gelatin silver print, each 23.9 x 38.5, collection of the artist
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Gábor Attalai, Idiotic Manner No. 3, 1973
gelatin silver print, 25 x 34.5, collection of the artist
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Péter Tímár, unt. from the Morgue series, 1981
gelatin silver print, 15.6 x 23.4, HMP



343

the transformation of propagandistic, politically 
instigated social documentary photography into a 
more objective form of documentation that, at the 
same time, conveyed a personal tone is the result of 
the hard work of many people. in this period out-
standing photographers such as imre Benkő, tamás 
Féner, dávid Horváth, Péter Horváth, Péter Korniss, 
and tamás urbán strove to achieve this goal, not to 
mention half of those involved in the studio of young 
Photographers, including László dallos, Kiss Árpád 
and András szebeni. 
An overview of this long and diverse process – and 
the related dire conditions of the illustrated press 
at the time – would require a separate monograph. 
remaining with our subject here, i merely venture 
to describe the turning point in the careers of two 
artists, Péter tímár and györgy stalter, who ini-
tially approached photography with an avant-
garde ethos, as well as the work of györgy tóth, 
who used an avant-garde toolkit within documen-
tary photography.
Before starting, however, i wish to make one thing 
clear. i borrowed the title of this chapter from tibor 
Miltényi’s work.1 Although he only used this term 
and did not define a genre with it, i believe the ex-
pression could not be more  germane. the afore-
mentioned photographers, including those dis-
cussed below, made a considerable number of pho-
tographic works that sought to explore complex 
social problems autonomously and not as assign-
ments from external entities, resulting in reports 
that relate stories by independent pictorial means 
rather than as illustrations to articles, as is cus-
tomary in the press. thus the name of the genre is 
precise: autonomous report. 
regrettably, the genre was unable to run its course 
in Hungary, in part because most magazines of the 
era were constrained by ideological or political ob-
stacles and serious magazines devoted to the publi-
cation of extensive pictorial stories did not exist. 
Before 1990, publishing independent photographic 
albums in Hungary was out of the question. After 
the fall of communism, a few good books did appear, 
but the selection was by no mean comprehensive. 
tamás urbán’s prison report and Péter tímár’s 
material called Mourning, for example, can be con-
sidered major omissions.2

Lastly, i simply note that another school or genre of 
documentarism with a new approach existed and 
still exists. this is subjective documentarism, which 
radically differs from the autonomous report in its 

choice of subject, creative attitude, and aesthetics. 
its tone is more personal and its subject is drawn 
from the artist’s private life, addressing not the 
world at large, but a subculture. it is a typically 
postmodern phenomenon, a subject i will deal with 
in my next book, which is excellently represented 
in Hungary by Lenke szilágyi, László Lugosi Lugo, 
istván Halas, and János vető.

PÉTER TÍMÁR 

Mourning
the documentary work Mourning (1981–82) by Pé-
ter tímár (born 1948) shows what happens to the 
human body between death and burial. the series of 
images, which he worked on for a couple of years, 
goes far beyond the genre of the conventional report 
and his motivation was curiosity rather than a de-
sire to create an obvious ‘exposé.’ tímár wanted to 
know what happens in the last phase of our time on 
earth, which is carefully concealed from the outside 
world. 
in the mortuary, the internal organs are examined 
and then stuffed back into the human body, which is 
crudely stitched up, more in the image of Franken-
stein than of god. in the industrial-scale crematori-
um the corpses await their fate in boxes piled in 
heaps. the best known image in the series shows a 
hand dangling like a phallus from a coffin, a visual 
metaphor of the obscenity of the whole practice. 

1 tibor Miltényi, Progresszív 
fotó [Progressive Photo], szel-
lemkép Könyvek, Budapest, 
1993; Miltényi, ‘Progresszív 
magyar fotómű vészet az 
1970–80-as években’ [Pro-
gressive Hungarian Photo Art 
in the 1970s and 1980s], 
Alföld, March 1993, pp. 61–71.

2 some images by both pho-
tographers were published, 
for example in issue 2002/1–
2 of the magazine fotóriporter 
and in tamás urbán’s book 
Fotóriportok: 1975–1995 
[Photo reports 1975–1995], 
but they did not appear as in-
dependent photo essays.

AutoNoMous rePort

Péter Tímár, unt. from the Morgue series, 1981
gelatin silver print, 15.3 x 23.1, HMP
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the reason why these photographs are so disturb-
ing is because they expose not the practices of the 
funeral directors but a whole civilization: modern 
mass society is unable to cope with death. tímár’s 
work expresses this with shocking force. Human 
imagination could not even begin to approach the 
absurdity and surrealism that life sometimes 
throws up. How the images were taken and their 
later fate illustrates well that the progressive 
trends of Hungarian photography fell between the 
categories of ‘supported’ and ‘tolerated’ art under 
the communist regime’s cultural policy. tímár 
asked for and was given a recommendation to the 
director of the Funeral Company from a doctor, 
edit erdei, who was a member of the young intel-
lectuals Council of the Central Committee of the 
young Communist League (CC yCL).3 the project 
was carried out under the aegis of the studio of 
young Photographers, which was backed by the CC 
yCL and other official bodies, appearing in the 
studio’s synopsis list under number 56 in the series 
Crematoria and number 57 Morgue. tímár had to 
submit 60 black and white prints by december 7, 
1981, for the former and 40 by october 29, 1982, 
for the latter. today it would be well nigh impossi-
ble for someone to work with ‘official blessing,’ 
relatively undisturbed, for years on such a sensi-
tive topic.  
tímár was obviously well aware that his images 
were not only disturbing but contrary to the inter-
ests of the management of the Funeral Company. 
When, in July 1983, some of the photographs were 
exhibited at the Fényes Adolf terem,4 tímár, fear-
ing a search and seizure, gave the negatives to 
tamás urbán for safekeeping – ‘you never knew 
what might happen...’5 the exhibition opened and 
he went abroad for a week. on his return, he kept 
calling the Fényes Adolf terem but no one an-
swered, so he went there only to find a sign on the 
door ‘Closed for technical reasons.’ 
the ‘technical reason’ was that the new director of 
the Funeral Company (his predecessor, to whom 
dr. erdei’s letter of recommendation was addressed, 
had died in the meanwhile) ‘began stirring up a fuss, 
(…) so i was reported to the interior Ministry, the 
Ministry of Culture, the Party Headquarters, the 
Budapest Party Committee – i was reported every-
where.’ According to tímár, the party secretary at 
the Kunsthalle wanted to make an issue out of it, 
but in the end istván Katona,6 the secretary of the 
leader of the Communist Party János Kádár, quelled 
the whole hullabaloo, saying something along the 
lines of ‘just ensure that this kind of thing doesn’t 
happen rather than worrying about someone pho-
tographing it.’ 

GYÖRGY STALTER 

For a while in 1979 györgy stalter (born 1956) left 
off experimenting with photographic expression. 
His last work of this type in the period discussed 
was the series SelfFulfillment.7 After this, his inter-
est mainly focused on press and documentary pho-
tography. stalter’s career and work as a press photog-
rapher does not fall within the topic of this book. 
even his autonomous works with a documentary 
slant are only discussed here to see whether they 
show continuity with the earlier avant-garde spirit. 
At first sight, purely from the aspect of form, they 
appear not to fit in. the change in 1980 was a clean 
break, rather than a continuation of his earlier 
work using other methods and subjects. stalter’s 
documentary images of workers and gypsies, de-
spite being fine examples of visual culture, essen-
tially used the language of traditional photography. 
stalter consciously returned to this simpler, more 
easily understandable language in his reports. in 
interview he explained: ‘if you put a slant on the 
whole story, then it’s not their story anymore.’8 the 
image he was talking about shows a father and 
daughter. stalter said that previously he had lis-
tened in amazement to this man telling his son 
about the noises of the forest and woodland. ‘As no 
one had ever really talked to me like that, i was 
totally overwhelmed by it,’ he said, adding ‘Maybe 
the story is simple – but for me it is important that 
it appears in a simple way. there’s no need to make 
it more abstract.’

3 Péter tímár, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006.

4 & 1983: tímár gyász.

5 Péter tímár, interviewed by 
sándor szilágyi, 2006. the 
following information and 
quotations are from this in-
terview.

6 Later, in March 1986, he be-
came president of the Associ-
ation of Hungarian Photo Art-
ists. see Károly Kincses, (comp.) 
‘Adatok a Magyar Fotóművé-
szek szövetségéről’ [informa-
tion about the Association of 
Hungarian Photo Artists], 
http://fotomveszet.elender.
hu/9712/971202.html

7 Cd: stúdió/szinopszislista: 
item no. 30. see the chapter 
Self-Portrait Concepts.

8 györgy stalter, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2006. the 
following quotations are from 
this interview.

György Stalter, unt. from the Manufacture series, 1980
gelatin silver print, 30.5 x 23.9, HMP
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Clear, plain language – yet another element in his 
reasoning is worth noting as well. that is how im-
portant it was for stalter to have something person-
al in common with these people and their stories. 
‘it’s at least as much about me, my relationship with 
the world and my feelings as it is about the people 
involved.’  

Manufacture
the series Manufacture was made in the aluminum 
polishing works in Berettyóújfalu in 1980. stalter 
relates that originally he took the illustrations for 
a production report here for the youth weekly 
Magyar Ifjúság, where he worked as a trainee, but 
later returned several times and made his own 
autonomous report partly with the help of the 
studio.9 so what did he find interesting about the 
topic? ‘only roma were prepared to do this work. 
Hungarians wouldn’t take on the job because they 
knew that they would die in three years’ time due 
to the nickel silver dust or whatever which they 
inhaled, a very fine alloy, and worse than silicosis. 
(...) that is what this report is about.’
Knowing this puts the series of images in a different 
light, although by studying the last image carefully, it 
becomes evident that something tough was going on 
there. the eyes of a young man in a tarzan t-shirt is 
covered by spoons held by a person standing behind 
him. in some parts of Hungary it is customary to 
place coins on the eyes of the dead. Here spoons, the 
fruit of their labor, shroud their eyes.

When i asked whether this was spontaneous crap-
ing around or the scene was staged, stalter replied 
that he had thought of it but the lads understood 
full well what it was about. they knew they would 
die from the aluminum powder, but they had no 
choice: either do the job or go (back) to prison for 
parasitism. 

Gypsy photographs
györgy stalter’s very first photographic works tak-
en while still at secondary school were of gypsies,10 
and later he kept coming face to face with the social 
fact that whenever he photographed people doing 
hard, dangerous, badly paid jobs, or simply the 
poor, they were almost invariably gypsy. As fate 
would have it, his wife Judit M. Horváth was of 
roma origin – indeed it was by getting to know him 
that she began to accept her background, which she 
had been ashamed of until then.11 this biographical 
situation and his personal involvement sharpened 
stalter’s focus on the gypsy. An album the couple 
self-published together12 include many of stalter’s 
images from this period. 

Tólápa
the first series stalter explicitly devoted to the 
gypsies was produced with the support of the stu-
dio in the village of tólápa near Ózd in Northern 
Hungary in 1982.13 As suggested above, it is again 
the intimate mood which makes the image of the 

9 Cd: stúdió/szinopszislista: 
items nos. 58 and 60.

10 At a gypsy settlement on 
the outskirts of the city of 
esz tergom. see györgy stalter, 
interviewed by sándor szilá-
gyi, 2006.

11 see sándor szilágyi, ‘Cari-
tas,’ The Hungarian Quarterly, 
Autumn 2005, pp. 54–56, in 
particular p. 55.

12 Judit M. Horváth – györgy 
stalter, Más Világ [Another 
World], Budapest, 1998.

13 Cd: stúdió/szinopszislista: 
item no. 95.

György Stalter, unt. from the Tólápa, 1982 series, 1982 
Negative, 36 x 24 mm, collection of the artist

György Stalter, unt. from the Tólápa, 1982 series, 1982 
Negative, 36 x 24 mm, collection of the artist
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teenage girl clasping a gosling interesting. the ges-
ture seems beautiful, yet also perhaps a little 
strange to city dwellers.  But in the life of country 
folk, particularly the poor, it is a very ordinary 
scene. several of the images of Another World speak 
of the warm, intimate relationship which binds 
these people to the animals that provide a liveli-
hood and food, and in particular to their young. 
However, in the image where a gypsy man stands 
in the corner of a newly built but still unplastered 
room, it is the coldness that strikes the viewer. the 
figure of the man, who is wasted to the bone, sym-
bolically represents that all his energy had been 
expended in building the house and creating a 
home. the grass and shrubs visible through the 
window exude odd, uneasy feeling.
Finally, an exceptional, often reproduced image of a 
group of children playing with abandon in a disused 
classroom stands out from the series. From the wall 
of a depilated classroom with dirty floorboards the 
huge arms of the People’s republic of Hungary stare 
unemotionally at us. if Henri Cartier-Bresson had 
taken the shot, it would be in every manual on the 
history of photography.

GYÖRGY TÓTH 

Few people are aware that this photographer, known 
for his artistic multiple-exposure of nudes produced 
over the last twenty years, was one of the most hard-
working documentary photographers in the period 
considered herein. of course the approach of györgy 
tóth (born 1950) to documentary photography was 
far more than social documentary and even more 
than pure documentarism. 
Around 1972–73 tóth began photographing seri-
ously. At the start he made report-style series on 
two subjects. one – dealt with by many others – 
was gypsy life. After a ten-year delay, the material 
went on view under the title An Approach to a 
Theme14 at the ‘r’ Photo gallery of the Budapest 
university of technology. Based on the images pub-
lished in the slim catalogue, there is nothing very 
special relating to the subject discussed here. From 
the aspect of form they are quite similar to other 
critical works on the same subject of the period. 
there is, however, one image on which tóth drew a 
frame around himself and wrote his name next to 
it. this, as a gesture, indicates that tóth related 
critically to the topic and his own role as a photog-
rapher and this sets him apart from other social 
documentary photographers of the time.  

New Icarus
in 1973 tóth started the other major work in his 
early period. this was more interesting than the 
previous one in its choice of subject: hang gliding, 
which was illegal at the time. tóth recalled that he 
devoted almost every weekend for five years to 
photographing hang gliding,15 and took masses of 
shots of hang gliders and flying. once he tried the 
sport himself, but that was enough. He preferred to 
marvel at those enjoying the freedom of flight from 
his position on the ground. every now and then he 
managed to persuade someone to publish a photo-
graph from this material. in 1978 showed a few im-
ages from his rich stock in the Budapest Photo Club 
and then, in 1982, four years after they were taken, 
a broad selection was shown in the várszínház 
galéria under the title New Icarus. 
the critic László Fábián noted in his review of the 
latter16 that the selection was too large, that there 
were too many similar and repetitious images. this 
is quite conceivable because – and i will come back 
to this shortly – it was typical of tóth’s later work 
that he made variations of the same setting, moving 
towards sequential logic with his series of images. 
Perhaps this took root in this early series.
Apart from this critical reservation, however, Fábián 
tends to praise the endeavor, mainly for its choice of 
subject, freedom; for putting soaring center stage. 

14 & 1982: tóth egy téma 
megközelítése.

15 györgy tóth, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

16 László Fábián, ‘Új ikarusz’ 
[New icarus], Fotóművészet, 
1983/1, pp. 35–36.

György Tóth, unt. from the New Icarus series, 1973–1978
gelatin silver print, 29 x 26.5, HMP
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on the other hand, he criticizes tóth’s solutions of 
form saying he could have been bolder. While Fábián 
may be right about this, in my view what makes the 
best images in the series beautiful is that he did not 
engage in photographic hocus-pocus, simply the 
subject. the sky, the sun, and a human being ascend-
ing on a man-made device suggest a timeless need 
for freedom. in the context of the times, this had its 
own more specific meaning in terms of politics and a 
general feeling of discontent.

Budapest trams
For the years between 1982 and 1984 tóth worked 
on a series investigating the world of trams in 
Budapest.17 He had the idea when he got an apart-
ment on the southern outskirts of Budapest which 
was served by tram 41. As he travelled on this line, 
tóth noticed the tram stops, which were quite 
unlike those in the city center. First tóth photo-
graphed these, and then he systematically explored 
and documented the peripheral lines and stops of 
the tram network – though it may be nearer the 
mark to say he made ‘portraits’ of them. in his 
images these endearing yet gawkish structures 
almost have a soul and personality. After 60 stops, 
he made portraits of 60 tram drivers, followed by 
80 passengers. 
the traits that were so typical of his works at that 
time were already evident in this series: seriality, 
adapting the principle of changes within fixed ar-
rangements to the documentary. the method, and 
especially that element of it where the models stare 
into the camera lens, and thus into the eye of the 
viewer, – shows a relationship with the work of 
dian e Arbus. tóth, however, in intellectual kinship, 
only took the photographic attitude from the 
American photographer and not the subjects or the 
arrangements. 

Young Artists’ Festival 
tóth’s series at the young Artists’ Festival in 1983 
was based on the same principle, but the concept 
was enriched by new aspects of camera syntax. in 
contrast with his earlier works, which were ar-
ranged portraits, tóth introduced unexpected ele-
ments. For his new sequence of photographs, he did 
not select his models or know them in advance of the 
shoot. second, he did not instruct them: the models 
determined the photographic situation, not he. 
this came about through the construction of a row 
of four temporary studios, or rather photo booths, 
built on location.  the models could walk from the 
first one to the second, and so on. the original idea 
was that there would be a photographer waiting in 
each photo booth for shooting opportunities – but 
unlike his fellow photographers who made a few 

images and then went on to amuse themselves else-
where, tóth worked right through the three days of 
the Festival. in the evenings and nights he devel-
oped his film and enlarged the 6 x 6 cm frames to 
A4 size dokubrom paper. in the following days he 
pasted the prints to the outer walls of the photo 
booths, producing an impromptu, mini exhibition. 
Apart from the aesthetic value of the improvised 
show, it encouraged viewers to go into the photo 
boxes to have their own pictures made.
tóth took around 200 shots18 one of which he was 
very fond of. this is of a man with a moustache in a 
white shirt and jacket whose jovial smile hides his 
surprise, but we nevertheless sense that he has 
flinched. According to tóth, he was the only person 
not to look into the camera. 

this man was györgy Aczél – the politician respon-
sible for the cultural policy of the era.

17 Cd: stúdió/szinopszislista: 
items nos. 83, 97 and 106.

18 györgy tóth, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

György Tóth, unt. from the Budapest Trams series, 1982–1984
gelatin silver print, 17.5 x 17.5, HMP
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Péter Tímár, unt. from the Crematoria series, 1982
gelatin silver print, 15.9 x 23.9, HMP
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Péter Tímár, unt. from the Crematoria series, 1982
gelatin silver print, 15.9 x 23.7, HMP
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György Stalter, unt. from the Manufacture series, 1980
gelatin silver print, 30.5 x 23.9, HMP
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György Stalter, unt. from the Manufacture series, 1980
gelatin silver print, 29.8 x 19.6, HMP



352

György Stalter, unt. from the Tólápa, 1982 series, 1982 
Negative, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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György Stalter, unt. from the Tólápa, 1982 series, 1982 
Negative, 24 x 36 mm, collection of the artist
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 György Tóth, unt. from the New Icarus series, 1973–1978
gelatin silver print, 24 x 18, HMP
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György Tóth, unt. from the New Icarus series, 1973–1978
gelatin silver print, 24 x 18, HMP
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György Tóth, unt. from the Budapest Trams series, 1982–1984
gelatin silver print, each 17.5 x 17.5, HMP
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György Tóth, unt. from the Budapest Trams series, 1982–1984
gelatin silver print, each 17.5 x 17.5, HMP



358

György Tóth, unt. from the Budapest Trams series, 1982–1984
gelatin silver print, each 17.5 x 17.5, HMP
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György Tóth, unt. from the Budapest Trams series, 1982–1984
gelatin silver print, each 17.5 x 17.5, HMP
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György Tóth, unt. from the Young Artists’ Festival, Coliseum series, 1983
gelatin silver print, 14.5 x 14.5, HMP
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György Tóth, unt. from the Young Artists’ Festival, Coliseum series, 1983
gelatin silver print, 14.5 x 14.5, HMP
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György Tóth, unt. from the Young Artists’ Festival, Coliseum series, 1983
gelatin silver print, 14.5 x 14.5, HMP
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György Tóth, unt. from the Young Artists’ Festival, Coliseum series, (györgy Aczél), 1983
gelatin silver print, 14.5 x 14.5, HMP
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the neo-avant-garde period in Hungarian photog-
raphy can be divided into two blocks: the first be-
ginning in 1965 with the joint exhibition of Csaba 
Koncz, györgy Lőrinczy and Zoltán Nagy,1 until the 
formation in 1977 of the studio of young Photogra-
phers, the second encompassing the period of neo-
avant-garde endeavors between 1977 and 1984 in-
side and outside of the studio. Aesthetically 1977 
was not a seminal moment. the studio did not bring 
a change of style, but it brought opportunities for 
publication, which accelerated creative processes 
that were already underway. 
Nineteen eighty-four marked the end of an era in a 
stylistic sense. Around 1983 signs of uncertainty 
appeared in the neo-avant-garde circles of Hungari-
an photography. today it is impossible to untangle 
how differing factors – the general social discontent 
after the imposition of martial law in Poland in 
december 1981,2 the uncertainties of leaving the 
studio and making a livelihood, and the change of 
style of the new generation of artists emerging 
around 1980 – contributed to the changes that took 
place. in any event, around this time, in the mid 
1980s, several of the artists who were active in the 
earlier period, such as Haris, Jokesz, Kerekes, and 
szerencsés, temporarily gave up autonomous pho-
tography created for the sake of art. For this reason, 
1984 can be regarded as closure of the neo-avant-
garde period. Naturally, this was not a sharp break. 
the end of the neo-avant-garde period cannot be 
linked to a single event and did not come suddenly, 
rather it slowly petered out.

And, more importantly, the new style did not come 
into being from one day to the next. Phenomena de-
scribed at the time as New Wave and later as post-
modern had already appeared around 1980. so the 
old and new, the neo-avant-garde and the postmod-
ern, coexisted in Hungarian progressive photogra-
phy for five years, from 1980 to 1984. 
the congnoscenti of the time could already sense 
this. László Fábián’s foreword to the catalogue of 
the 3rd Esztergom Photo Biennial in 19823 or László 
Beke’s for the Self-Timer 1 – Silence exhibition in 
19834 precisely record how exhausted the heroic 
avant-garde momentum had become and that some-
thing had been taking shape in its depths for years. 

BeFore 1977

Workshop ‘67
From a sociological standpoint, before the founda-
tion of the studio there were only a few dedicated 
photographers working in the avant-garde spirit, 
and their numbers grew slowly even as the era pro-
gressed because the continuity was interrupted. in 
the period prior to 1977 the Workshop ‘67 exhibi-
tion in debrecen5 had a great impact, but for over a 
decade there wasn’t, and could not be, a continua-
tion of the momentum generated by the event.
the first generation of neo-avant-garde photogra-
phers dispersed: Zoltán Nagy defected before the ex-
hibition opened,6 Csaba Koncz followed him a few 
months later, while györgy Lőrinczy retired from 
photographic public life after Workshop ‘67.  in 1973 
he, too, left the country.7 in respect to the careers of 
the other exhibitors, as their recollections8 reveal, 
the exhibition, despite its importance, was never-
theless a sidebar. 

Solitary figures
Artists in the second generation of the neo-avant-
garde approach were born around 1945 and at the 
start were represented by two solitary photogra-
phers, László Haris from 1968 onwards and László 
török from 1972. At the outset there was no one in-
volved in photographic circles whom they could 
connect. For years they did not even know each 
other. As we have seen, Haris found a medium that 
inspired and included him in the fine arts scene, and 
László török did so among poets, pushing the limits 
of the expressive devices of photography at the poet 
Jenő Balaskó’s table society at the Kárpátia pub, and 

1 Cd: invitations 1965.

2 on december 13, 1981 gen-
eral Wojciech Jaruzelski 
seized power and formed the 
Military Council of National 
salvation. For a long time this 
killed the hope in eastern and 
Central europe that the exam-
ple of solidarity in Poland 
might spread to other coun-
tries in the region.

3 & 1982: Esztergomi Fotó-
biennálé. Fábián’s introduc-
tion appeared without a title 
and with no page numbers 
marked on the 2nd and 3rd 
pages of the booklet.

4 Önkioldó 1. Beke’s introduc-
tion appeared without a title 
and with no page numbers 
marked on the 2nd to 5th pages 
of the catalogue.

5 & 1967: Műhely ‘67.

6 László Beke mistakenly 
wrote in connection with the 
exhibition: ‘the pure patterns 
of folklore appeared in the 
photos (Zoltán Nagy)’; Zoltán 
Nagy did not take part in the 
exhibition. László Beke, A 
prog resszív magyar fotó közel-
múlt ja és jele ne [the recent 
Past and Present of Hungarian 
Progressive Photo], 
http://fotomuveszet.elender.
hu/9812/981201.html.

7 Beke’s comments about 
Koncz and Lőrinczy are also 
quite inaccurate in terms of 
time and place coordinates.

8 & 1987: Műhely 1967‘87, 
collection of interviews made 
by dezső Biczó.

Bird’s-eye vieW
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creating his own language of neo-avant-garde photo-
poetry.
in itself it is not a problem, indeed it is a benefit, if 
someone does not blinker their perspective with the 
problems of their own specialization. one of the most 
attractive qualities of the neo-avant-garde spirit is 
indeed the free passage between different artistic 
and intellectual areas. However, it was not fortunate 
that these photographers remained isolated within 
their own form of art, namely in photography.

Opening in Fotóművészet
the second and third generations of neo-avant-
garde photographers that appeared around 19759 
were composed not of solitary partisans but of 
groups both small and large. this expansion oc-
curred partly because the earlier editorial work of 
iván rozgonyi and then tamás Féner, which re-
sulted in the photography magazine Fotóművészet 
monitoring endeavors with a fresh spirit and pub-
lishing theoretical articles of steadily improving 
quality, now bore fruit. Anyone attempting to ex-
plore new paths in photography did not have to feel 
like a sleepwalking dreamer.

Photo Section of the Young Artists’ Club 
After the violent closure of the Balatonboglár chapel 
exhibitions on August 27, 1973,10 the young Artists’ 
Club became the most important institution for neo-
avant-garde and then New Wave artistic life – the pub 
in the basement, in proximity to events and serving 
cheap, excellent, food and drinks at affordable pric-
es, was a favored meeting place among artists.
After the Club’s reorganization and revision of mem-
bership in the autumn of 1973, the Photo sec tion 
was set up under the direction of Béla Albertini, 
probably in 1974.11 Before long András Balla, Antal 
Jokesz, gábor Kerekes, Attila Pácser, györgy stalter, 
János szerencsés, Péter tímár, László török, and 
Attila vécsy, to mention only the photographers ap-
proached in this book, became members – but of 
course there were many more besides.12 (János 
vető was active in the Club’s Fine Arts section.)

Artists using photography
the efforts of photographers to find new means of 
expression were bolstered at the time by the many 
fine artists who readily used photography to formu-
late or reformulate artistic problems. the big show-
case for artists using photography was the exhibi-
tion Exposure organized by László Beke and dóra 
Maurer13 in Hatvan in 1976.
the fact that the works of three artists who were 
primarily photographers – László Haris, gusztáv Há-
mos, and János ve tő – were shown there must be in-
terpreted as a positive sign in the lifting of rigid ar-
tistic divisions, albeit from the aspect of photogra-
phy this selection of artists was on the meager side. 

tHe studio

in countries under a communist regime, people 
working in the different branches of the arts were 
organized from above into interest organizations 
and associations created and controlled by the state. 
in practice only members of these organizations had 
the opportunity to publish, exhibit, and appear. More-
over, membership brought privileges and conces-
sions such as free studios and vacations in holiday 
homes for artists, etc. the studios were interest 
organizations for young artists. the ‘adult’ associa-
tions were under the political and ideological con-
trol of the Hungarian socialist Workers’ Party and 
the ‘young’ studios under the young Communist 
League. the state security agencies also controlled 
these organizations through an extensive network of 
informants. 
the studio of young Photographers was formed in 
1977, late in comparison with the studios for the 
other arts: the studio of young Fine Artists had been 
set up in 1958, the Balázs Béla studio for film-
makers in 1960, the New Music studio in 1970, and 
the Attila József Circle of young Writers in 1973. An-
other disadvantage it faced compared to the other 
studios was that it was supposed to be a substitute 
for the non-existence of photography programs in 
higher education. there were colleges for fine art-
ists and musicians, and literature, if not for writing 
poetry and prose, was taught in universities and col-
leges. Photography, however, was not taught in insti-
tutions of higher education in Hungary until as late 
as 1985, and there is still no field of study expressly 
for fine art photography at the university (formerly 
College) of Fine Arts.
due to its situation, the studio was unable to do this. 
studying for five years at a college, even with a stick-
in-the-mud approach, is not the same as visiting 
interesting lectures two afternoons a week, in addi-
tion to working and possibly traveling from the 

9 two generations appeared 
at the same time: those who 
lived through the 1956 revo-
lution as children and those 
who were born around 1956.

10 see the section on Balaton-
boglár in the chapter Abstract 
Photography of this volume.

11 Neither the precise date nor 
documents are available as 
twenty-five years after the fall 
of communism the history of 
the young Artists’ Club re-
mains to be written, and Béla 
Albertini no longer recalls 
the dates and has no docu-
ments about the Photo sec-
tion. the invitations and cata-
logues on the Cd do not repre-
sent the section’s activity fully, 
but are merely indicative of it, 
as there are large gaps in the 
extant invitations.

12 & 1976, 1977: FMK kata-
lógusok.

13 & 1976: Expozíció.
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prov inces to Budapest. Furthermore, if photogra-
phers with artistic ambitions could have studied at 
the College of Fine Arts, they would have been 
grouped with other artists of a similar age – but as 
it was  they were trapped in the ghetto of their own 
profession.
it is not the purpose of this book to tell the as yet 
unwritten history of the studio.14 From the view-
point of neo-avant-garde trends, it is enough to 
know as much about its launch and how it operated 
as is revealed by the documents about these activi-
ties included in the Cd Appendix.15 Before outlining 
these briefly, i ought to say that what is not apparent 
from the documents, but is unanimously agreed by 
everyone, is that the foundation of the studio for 
photography can be attributed to the hard lobbying 
work of tamás Féner. such activity on his part was 
not without precedent, i hasten to add. Féner said in 
interview16 that already in the late 1960s he was 
lobbying for a photography department to be set up 
at the College of dramatic and Film Arts, but János 
Herskó’s defection in 1970 upset this plan.17 Féner 
also played a large role in enabling a photography 
course to finally start in 1985 at the College of Art 
and design.18

The formation
the first official step leading to the formation of the 
studio was the letter of deputy Minister of Culture 
imre Pozsgay of August 8, 1975,19 in which he asked 
the general secretary of the Association of Hungar-
ian Photo Artists for information about the position 
of young photographers. the decision to set up a 
studio for photographers younger than 35 on the 
model of the studios for other arts was reached 
later. thus the studio was related to the Association 
in the same way the young Communist League was 
related to the Hungarian socialist Workers’ Party, 
reflecting the 35 year age limit. the first version of 
the studio’s rules of operation was a simple trans-
position of the rules of operation of the studio of 
young Fine Artists’.20

during the protracted process of adopting the rules, 
representative officers of the Association reached 
two important decisions. the first was that the stu-
dio should not operate as an independent organiza-
tion like the Balázs Béla studio for filmmakers, but 
as a section of the Association.21 the other was that 
the name should be the studio of young Photogra-
phers because ‘an earlier decision reserved the title 
“photo artist” for the exclusive use of members of 
the Association.’22

on october 27, 1976, tamás urbán called a meeting 
to prepare for the foundation of the studio on behalf 
of the Association. of the artists covered by this 
book, gábor Kerekes was one of the ten young pho-

tographers invited.23 the invitees must have sug-
gested new names at the meeting as 19 people were 
on the list at the inaugural meeting eventually held 
on June 9, 1977.24

the significance of the studio is demonstrated by 
the fact that of the photographers discussed in this 
book, apart from those who were not eligible due to 
their age, only two – Attila Pácser and János vető – 
were not members of the studio.

Synopses
the studio’s most important program was the syn-
opsis system that aided the creation of actual works 
and series. it consisted of submitting a brief descrip-
tion of the proposed work, a synopsis, to the studio’s 
board. this was the basis for deciding whether or 
not a proposal deserved funding and, if it did, how 
much. Financial aid covered materials, darkroom 
costs, and other material expenses. After the work 
was submitted by the set deadline, the membership 
discussed it based on an opponent’s opinion and 
the evaluation copies. usually the works were ac-
cepted and only rarely sent back for further work. 
on the Cd Appendix i have published a full list of all 
the 183 supported synopses until 1990.25 this is a 
very important document for dating the works of 
the studio members and sometimes for deciding 
the titles or size of series. Lastly, a word about the 
evaluation copies made by the photographers for 
the synopsis debates. these were not exhibition 
copies, but were mainly enlargements printed by 
the photographers, which nevertheless reflected 
their creative ideas. in many cases these are the 
only existing vintage copies. Most of the prints of 
the synopses are in the collection of the Hungarian 
Museum of Photography.

14 in 2010 a book, Fiatalok 
Fotóművészeti Stúdiója, 1985–
2009 [studio of young Photog-
raphers, 1985–2009], with a 
brief introductory study by 
virág Böröczfy was published. 
this, however, is more like an 
anthology, as it is described 
on the title page, FFS Antoló-
gia [studio Anthology], i.e. a 
book of selected photographs.

15 the studio’s documents 
from the period 1976–78 sur-
vived in two large folders in 
the Association of Hungarian 
Photo Artists. A selection ap-
pears on the Cd Appendix.

16 tamás Féner, interviewed 
by sándor szilágyi, 2005.

17 the political powers re-
garded defecting as a ‘be-
trayal of the communist ideal’ 
and, apart from being prohib-
ited from returning and en-
gendering a ban on relatives 
travelling abroad, the person 
concerned was punished by 
vetoing all projects they were 
associated with on the grounds 
that they were ‘ideologically 
harmful.’  

18 it would be interesting to 
write about the reason why 
the still unresolved issue of 
photography training in ter-
tiary art education was stalled 
and remains stalled. For a 
contribution to this, see the 
first pages of an article deal-
ing with the studio’s appear-
ance in szentendre in 1979 by 
györgy Bauer, who encour-
aged this from the start, enti-
tled ‘Én így látom...’ [How i 
see it…], Fotóművészet, 1979/ 
3, pp. 16-17. i also have docu-
ments and additional material 
about the endeavors of the last 
fifteen years.

19 Cd: stúdió/Fiatalok 
Fotóművészeti stúdiója, 
1976-77: 01-07.

20 ibid., 41-50.

21 ibid., 56.

22 ibid.

23 ibid., 21-22.

24 ibid., 68-70.

25 Cd: stúdió/szinopszislista.
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Exhibitions and the Anthology
there are four introductory exhibitions associated 
with the studio until 1990, two of which fall in the 
period covered here,26 as well as an Anthology27 of 
the members’ works published in 1985. the Central 
Committee of the young Communist League helped 
the studio with their organization and also arranged 
for the young photographers to interact with other 
artists of their own age, at least for a short while, at 
the Meetings of Art Academies and Colleges.28 

ALterNAtives to tHe studio

there were some photographers who found the op-
portunities to show their work offered by the studio 
too limiting or not tailored to their needs, thus – or 
totally irrespective of this – they created indepen-
dent initiatives.

Esztergom Photo Biennial
one of the most important such initiatives was the 
launch of the esztergom Photo Biennial29 organized 
by the stB group (gyula sipeki, Péter tamási, and 
András Balla) and istván Kollár, the head of the city’s 
Photo Club. it has been held over a long weekend ev-
ery two years since 1978, offering representatives of 
progressive trends in photography an opportunity 
to exhibit and appear in a catalogue as well as a dis-
cussion forum. the immediate predecessor of the 
Biennial was not linked to the studio, but to the 
1976 presentation of the Photo section of the young 

Artists’ Club in esztergom.30 the 2nd Biennial was 
the most memorable as regards the subject dis-
cussed here because almost all the avant-garde art-
ists of the time appeared there.31 A history of the 
esztergom Photo Biennials has not been written 
either. 

Document
Although only a few artists were directly involved in 
the Document exhibitions organized by Antal Jokesz 
and János szerencsés between 1979 and 1982, the 
resultant exclusivity made them very important. the 
exhibitions and gatherings of photographers took 
place in veszprém and other towns outside Buda-
pest with enterprising cultural organizers.32 the his-
tory of Document is likewise waiting to be put down 
on paper. All that needs to be known about it for 
our pur poses is that the two organizing artists, 
Jokesz and szerencsés, invited different small 
groups of representative figures of creative pho-
tography33 in various combinations, mainly drawn 
from the young Artists’ Club.   
they invited the most highly regarded figure of the 
previous generation, gábor Kerekes, to show with 
them in 1979, and in 1980 asked the photographer 
thought to be the most talented of the next genera-
tion, János vető. in 1981 the group of invited artists 
was extended,34 and the material shown suggested a 
shift towards postmodernism, which was emerging 
at the time. At the fourth exhibition in 1982, besides 
featuring Kerekes again alongside a portfolio of 
györgy Lőrinczy, who had died in New york the pre-
vious year, one other step was taken in this direc-
tion: the inclusion of Lenke szilágyi, who was then 
only 23 years old.35 
After this, the two photographers’ joint venture was 
discontinued for reasons that are unclear, although 
signs suggest that the dissolution was in part per-
sonally motivated and in part due to the general sit-
uation. Jokesz withdrew from photographic life and 
gave up photography. For a while szerencsés tried to 
bring together different generations of creative pho-
tographers but then abandoned the idea.  

Toldi Photo Gallery
in 1981 the toldi Cinema gave progressive-minded 
photographers a chance to exhibit once a month, but 
only nine shows were arranged. the tenth, an exhi-
bition of works by tibor Hajas, who had died the 
year before in a car crash, was banned, allegedly on 
the instruction of the influential cultural politician 
györgy Aczél,36 and this alternative opportunity to 
exhibit disappeared.

26 & 1978: Első kiállítás. 
1982: Második.

27 & 1985: Antológia.

28 Between 1979 and 1983. 
the history of this has not 
been researched either.

29 see the catalogues on the 
Cd.

30 & 1976: 02 FMK Fotókiál-
lítása, esz ter gom.

31 & 1980: II. Esztergomi 
Fotóbiennálé.

32 *   & 1979, 1980, 1981, 
1982: Dokumentum.

33 the title of the exhibitions’ 
newspaper like catalogues 
was misleading from this as-
pect. the initiative had noth-
ing to do with documentary 
photography, but was the fo-
rum of photography as a me-
dium and experimental pho-
tography.

34 the exhibitors were Miklós 
Bakos, András Baranyay, Ákos 
Birkás, Antal Jokesz, Zsigmond 
Károlyi, János szerencsés, 
györgy tordy, and János vető.

35 the other exhibitors were 
Bakos, sándor Burkus, Jokesz, 
szerencsés, tordy and vető.

36 *   1981: Toldi mozi. see 
also sándor Feldmájer, inter-
viewed by sándor szilágyi, 
2006; Péter tímár, inter-
viewed by sándor szilágyi, 
2006.
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New Wave
Hungarian progressive photography went through a 
transitional period between 1980 and 1984, when 
postmodern or New Wave endeavors increasingly 
appeared alongside the neo-avant-garde works of 
the middle generation. this coincided with the 
emergence of the fourth generation of progressive 
photographers, who were born after 1956 and were 
seeking their place. All that needs to be noted about 
this here is that thanks to the socialization created 
by the studio and the openness of major figures of 
the middle generation, the fourth generation (Lenke 
szilágyi and imre drégely’s age group) could and 
wanted to connect to progressive figures in the pre-
ceding generations.  
this connection is most evident in the joint exhibi-
tions. in addition to the aforementioned Document 
exhibitions, other events of this type were the initia-
tive of András Bán, László Lugosi Lugo, and János 
szerencsés, Young Photo After 1980 (at the turn of 
1982–1983), and the Self-Timer exhibitions (1983, 

1984) organized by János szerencsés and László 
Beke, which were held at the gödöllő galéria run by 
Károly Kincses. the same two-way openness has 
also typified the exhibition policy of the Liget galéria 
managed by tibor várnagy from its inception in 
1983 until the present day. Likewise neo-avant-
garde and postmodern photography were easy 
bedfellows in the samizdat periodical Fényképészeti 
Lapok edited by András Bán and Lugo and published 
in three (!) typewritten copies.37

in the second half of the 1980s it appeared that 
Hungarian progressive photography began to put its 
house in order. the different generations strength-
ened each other, exhibiting together at home and 
abroad. At long last a higher education program in 
photography began, if not at the College of Fine 
Arts, at least at the College of Art and design. A few 
important publications also appeared.

then came the fall of communism. What it brought 
will be described in my next volume. 

37 sándor szilágyi, Egy fél-
szamizdat fotós lap 1981ből 
[A semi-samizdat Photogra-
phy Periodical from 1981], in-
troductory study to the fac-
simile publication of the peri-
odical Fényképészeti Lapok. 
Hungarian Museum of Pho-
tography, Kecskemét, 2010.

the members of the studio in 1979, szentendre, on the Art Colleges’ Festival.
Lower line: gábor ruzsonyi, gábor Kerekes, dávid Horváth, Péter tímár, györgy stalter, tamás urbán, Attila vécsy.

upper Line: Bálint Flesch, András szebeni, Péter Horváth, Árpád Kiss, imre Benkő, györgy tóth, Péter várkonyi, gábor Lengyel, János szerencsés, 
András Bánkuti, László dallos, János Mészáros, Árpád Fákó, Magdolna vékás, tibor szombati, tamás Féner, Béla Albertini.
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iNdeX oF NAMes

A

Ábel, Péter 20
Aczél, györgy 6, 347, 368
Adams, Ansel 5
Ady, endre 296
Albertini, Béla 288, 366
Alexander, stuart 4
Alföldi, róbert ix
Antonioni, Michelangelo 88, 132, 135, 169
Arbus, diane 71, 347
Attalai, gábor 8, 100, 101, 110, 299, 299, 324, 338–339

B

Bak, imre 124, 338, 298–299, 330–333
Bakowski, Janusz 299
Baksa-soós, János 251
Balaskó, Jenő 365
Balázsovics, Mihály 87
Bálint, endre 292
Balla, András 100–102, 104–105, 207, 235, 255, 255, 

275–277, 366, 368 
Balogh, Ferenc 23–24
Bán, András 6, 101, 135, 206, 240, 369
Bari, Károly 281
Barthes, roland 103
Bazin, André 294
Beke, László 72, 90, 100, 102, 130, 132, 134–137, 

169–171, 198, 256, 289, 291–292, 294–295, 
365–366, 369

Bella, istván 280
Benkő, imre 343
Bernáth, László 19
Birkás, Ákos 297, 298, 322–323 
Bódy, gábor 99, 252 
Borostyán, imre 256–257
Bragaglia, Anton giulio 10
Brassaï vii, 7

C

Cage, John 73, 171, 253
Camus, Albert 130
Capa, robert vii, 292
Caponigro, Paul 15

Cartier-Bresson, Henri 99, 346
Chiarenza, Carl 15
Christo, Javacsev 280
Claris, Christopher  vii, ix
Coburn, Alvin Langdon 15
Cohen, Mark 132
Crawford, William 9

CS

Csáji, Attila 23–25, 27, 58
Csiky, tibor 288, 296–297, 297,  318–319 
Csutoros, sándor 24, 85–89

D

dallos, László 343
dárday, istván 17 
davis, Miles 73, 171
dékei, Krisztina 294
demeter, istván 26, 27
dibbets, Jan 100
dobos, gábor 293
dobos, sándor  251
dragan, sreco 124
drégely, imre 369

E

einspach, gábor ix
erdei, edit 344
erdély, dániel 292
erdély, Miklós 3, 7, 290–292, 290–292, 293–294, 

303–307 
esterházy, Péter 205

F

Fábián, László 171, 280, 346–347, 365
Fábry, sándor 202
Fejér, gábor 134
Féjja, sándor 19
Féner, tamás 7,  343, 366–367 
Flesch, Bálint 69, 71, 200
Flusser, vilém 9
Frank, János 24

the index contains the names of people included in 
the main text.  Names that appear in the footnotes 
and in the titles of the artworks are exluded. Page 
numbers in bold type indicate that the artist’s work 

or career is discussed in detail. Page numbers in 
regular type indicate that the person is only men-
tioned. reproductions of works by the artists are 
indicated by italicized page numbers. 
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G

galántai, györgy 24, 293
galliard, Agathe 5
gáyor, tibor 293
gilbert and george 296
gross, Arnold 18
guelminó, Katalin 256

H

Hajas, tibor 3, 136, 252, 293–295, 294-295, 312–313, 
368

Hajdu, istván 135, 295, 297
Halas, istván 343
Halász, András 254
Haris, László ix, 5, 22–27, 22–27, 52–59, 84–98, 85–90, 

101–102, 106–109, 296, 299, 365–366 
Havas, györgyi ix
Heisenberg, Werner Karl 88
Hendrix, Jimi 73
Herskó, János 17, 367
Hevesy, iván 19
Hilliard, John 100
Horváth, dávid 69, 71, 343, 411
Horváth, M. Judit 345
Horváth, Péter 343
Houdini, Harry 198

J

Jancsó, Miklós 7, 280
Janesch, Péter 172
Jokesz, Antal 68, 69, 72–73, 73, 78–81, 99, 131–134, 

131–135, 154–161, 169–170, 169–170, 176–181, 
199–201, 200, 206, 220–222, 253, 253–254, 296, 
298, 365–366, 368

Jovánovics, györgy 293, 298, 326–329  
József, Attila 207, 366
Juhász, Ferenc 21

K

Kádár, János vii, 6–7, 344
Károlyi, Zsigmond 297, 298, 298, 325 
Kassák, Lajos 7
Katona, istván 344
Keetman, Peter 22
Kelemen, Károly 254
Keleti, Éva 279
Kerekes, gábor 9, 69–71, 69–71, 77–74, 100, 112, 
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