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Ózd is a steel town of 50,000 inhabitants, near the Slovakian border in north-eastern Hungary.

Once a living monument to the Heroes of Work, it now resembles a tombstone of our 

Communist past. The steelworks, which in its heyday employed 13,000 men, has closed. One-

third of Ózd’s work-force is unemployed. Economists and politicians argue that the closure 

was the inevitable result of the transition from Communism to democracy, from a planned 

economy to a free market. This may be true: heavy industry in Hungary under Communism 

was supported artificially by the government, for both political and ideological reasons; the 

state was determined to top rop up the defence sector during the cold war and to uphold the 

dogma of full employment. Most of the profits from agriculture and trade were pumped into 

industry, making its outdated technologies appear profitable. In short, the whole socio-

economic situation in the past was based on a big lie – and not just in Ózd.

But the transition to democracy, and the change from a one-party to a multi-party 

system, also heralded the era of the multi-lie. At first Ózd’s workers were told that they would

not lose their jobs, then that only parts of the steelworks would be closed, and then that 

privatisation would bring new job opportunities and training in modern technology. But for 

Ózd’s men and women, as well as for millions of Hungarians and other central-eastern 

Europeans, democracy proved costlier than they might have imagined. The vast majority lost 

everything they used to live and work for: financial security, a decent standard of living, a 

safe old-age, a better life for their children. Imre Benkő’s photographs of Ózd chronicle these 

losses.

When Steel Town was published in 1996 it caused a sensation in Hungary’s 

photographers’ community. This was after all, the first published book by one of the country’s

most prestigious photographers, who had World Press and Pulitzer prizes behind him. Benkő, 

who was 53, had taken the pictures over almost 10 years. This was part of the sensation, for in

Hungary there are only a handful of photographers who work that hard on a single theme. The

rest simply can’t afford it. Newspapers and magazines pay the equivalent of the price of five 

rolls of film, at best, for an image. Moreover, magazines aren’t interested in publishing 



photographic reports, preferring to use photographs as illustrations. Without the help of the     

W. Eugene Smith Foundation, Benkő would not have been able to complete this work.

Steel Town was also well-received for its originality and use of visual symbolism.      

The pictures reveal an  unmistakable sympathy, even empathy, with people that trandcends 

solidarity. Benkő was no stranger to hard labour, having grown up in a small miners’ colony 

in the Bakony hills, and was able to take the photographs from an insider’s perspective. He is 

quiet and self-effacing: his integrity may have helped the relationship with his subjects, 

allowing him to tell their story as it happens. He relates their tales with a tinge of irony and 

humour, while never indulging in melodrama, sentimental kitsch or socio-critical clichés. This

humour is deeply rooted in the traditions of central-eastern European literature and film – just 

think of Bohumil Hrabal and Milos Forman.

The amalgam of sympathy, empathy and irony is apparent in the way Benkő depicts 

the backdrop to the unfolding drama. The gargantuan steelworks is pictured in dynamic lines 

and forms, with scenes reminiscent of a lunatic nineteenth-century version of a space station –

surreal, absurd, inhuman. Just as life in central-eastern Europe was, and still is: incongruous 

in the space-age. And Benkő chooses to show the natural geometric shapes –triangles, 

rectangles, circles, ellipses– incomplete: tiny segments are cropped. It almost hurts the eye to 

see a frame cut off the top of a head, a shoe halved, the upper section of a chimney or 

tympanum cropped. Yet Benkő prints the whole frames of his negatives, he has a 100 % 

viewfinder and often uses wide-angle lenses. If he had just taken a step back he could have 

easily corrected the ’imperfections’. These cropped compositions – whether intentional or not 

– are part of his visual syntax. They are tight, airless pictures.

There is no air, and the sky is empty. The quality of light that Benkő prefers is soft, 

and the rendering is grey. There are no deep, rich blacks or luminous whites. The drama takes 

place day by day, as the hopeless weekdays follow each other. And the greyest grey is the sky

itselft; devoid of clouds and sunshine. It is as if we looked into God’s eyes and discovered 

that he had gone blind.               

 


