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P R E F A C E

LÓRÁND HEGYI

CHARM AND ELEGANCE… 

THE AUTHENTICITY OF GYÖRGY KOVÁSZNAI 
OR AN INTELLECTUAL DANDY IN BUDAPEST

The city, in which Kovásznai was living, moving, working, making his plans and weaving his dreams, is no longer. Budapest, whose at-
mosphere inspired and animated him, despite his constant polemicising with it, despite his permanent and tireless, albeit modest, witty, 
elegant, never offensive but always open-minded and sensitively fought battles with everybody, at every line: that Budapest no longer exists. 
Those coffeehouses, restaurants, cinemas, and clubs; those homes and studios; those figures – artists, architects, filmmakers and writers, 
friends and girlfriends – who were the one-time protagonists of life in Budapest, who pursued their activities at various positions and in 
various situations within the city’s cultural life; those discussions, and especially the sarcastic, ironic, and creative atmosphere that György 
Kovásznai embodied with his somewhat eccentric personality, lifestyle, appearance, intelligence, and humour: they are the thing of the past. 

Neither does that cultural jungle – that cultural-political labyrinth – exist, in which normally antagonistic phenomena would 
coexist and intermingle in mysterious yet organic ways; in which an acknowledged author could suddenly and easily fall out of favour, 
without however losing his or her social status, just to be able to return to the “official” landscape due to the favour of an intervening 
supporter, in the same easy and sudden manner; where friendships and loves, relationships based on joint interests as well as creative 
communities could spring to life among people of radically opposing attitudes and disparate moral or political/ideological standpoints; 
where strange alliances were able to form between art practitioners and politicians, supporting and tolerant functionaries of the state par-
ty, unbalanced and insecure “officials” and marginalised, or even refused, “unofficial” artist, writers, and filmmakers; where the future 
of artworks, the publication of novels and articles, the possibility of exhibitions and theatre performances as well as travel permits were 
granted on the basis of often unfathomable or arbitrary, changeable or random emotional motives, personal dispositions, tactical moves, 
careerist schemes, or ideological/political judgments. 

In his own refined, elegant, witty, and ironic manner, with his quests and excellent finds, his intriguingly novel insights, superbly 
realised works and unfinished plans, animation films and paintings, literary experimentations, and aesthetic explications, but first of 
all, with his clever, sensitive, perceptive, and subtly critical commentaries, György Kovásznai and his entire life epitomises that old – or 
not so old – Budapest that fed on the highly complex, bustling, and animated atmosphere of the 1960s and 1970s, with its contradictions, 
moral cataclysms, enthusiasm, modernist illusions, and creativity as well as with its lingering sense of uncertainty, exhaustion, cynicism, 
and hopelessness. It was the Budapest modernity par excellence that provided the basic material for Kovásznai’s artistic work and the 
contemporary narration it comprised: the city with its hedonism and peculiar nonchalance, or even irresponsibility rooted in marginal 
existence, as well as its simultaneous propensity for innovation and revival, with its radical transformation and modernisation of the 
hanging mundane morals, the cult of novelty alongside the artistic innovations of the era, the peculiarly eclectic Budapest pop, the new 
Hungarian cinematic art, and the phenomena of fashion.

The life and work of Kovásznai, his personality as well as his literary and artistic activities, his entire being belonged to this Buda-
pest narration par excellence, in which he was immersed and on which he simultaneously commented, producing it through acts, words, 
gestures, and artworks, as well as analysing and contextualising it with a type of melancholic irony, from a certain distance, as if from 
the outside. From this aspect, his autobiographical writings are highly important. Although the majority of them remained unfinished, 
these texts offer many explanations, which can help us understand the development of Kovásznai’s painting and his entire aesthetic ap-
proach. Likewise, his analytical texts written on various artists speak primarily about his own way, his historical situation as well as the 
development and orientation of his own generation. And the hereby created image could be seen as an incessant process of self-analysis, 
an attempt to identify his own artistic positioning in a historical process. From a historical perspective, these texts may be regarded as 
Kovásznai’s most exciting and informative analyses.

Although Kovásznai’s metropolis, the Budapest of his time, was ruled by the mentality of the 1960s and 1970s, a different and new 
historic era, it was also closely and inseparably interwoven with the “old” Budapest: the city of the mid-war period, with its grand themes 
and debates, political experiences and cultural groupings, artistic trends, cultural-political legends and personalities; or one might say, with 
its political intimacies and behind-the-scenes “stories”, friendships and animosities, cliques and creative communities, aesthetic, ethical, and 
political issues. Many of the major figures of the literary and art scene – from Tibor Déry, Gyula Illyés, Aurél Bernáth, and Lajos Kassák all 
the way to István Vass, Dezső Korniss, Piroska Szántó, and Jenő Barcsay – started their careers in the 1920s or even earlier, and played major 
roles in the reinstitution of cultural life after 1945 as well as after 1956, even if from considerably differing positions and different domains or 
forums. One and the same person who had been an acknowledged artist or writer in the mid-1940s, i.e., the coalition years following World 
War II and Fascism, could become a harshly criticised, or even perhaps publicly banned, marginalised, and attacked figure during the 1950s. 
Then from the mid-1960s, he or she could once again become an active agent in the official cultural life, or may have even advanced to the 
position of a celebrated artist/author, or become an influential personality with some cultural-political power. For their roles played in the 
1956 Revolution, numerous writers, artists, and philosophers were imprisoned or blacklisted for longer or shorter periods of time. Following 
the 1960s restitutions, they could find their places among acknowledged writers whose works were published, or artists whose works were 
exhibited or even purchased. Such a practically incessant political incertitude, whereby the actors of cultural life were constantly evaluated 
and judged, acknowledged or disregarded, or even radically rejected, criticised, and marginalised, had a strong impact on personal rela-
tionships as well. Not only did the close friendship and long collaboration between György Kovásznai and Dezső Korniss contribute to the 
renewal of Hungarian animation film in the form of a few masterpieces, but it also provided an interesting and rather unusual example of 
an emotional and intellectual encounter, and a strong relationship between two artists from different generations.

It was not only an intensive dialogue between two sensitive and daringly innovative artists, two critical and ironic minds, but it 
provided the foundations for Kovásznai’s entire aesthetic orientation. As he summed up the path of his development, “György Z. Gács 
with his wide intellectual horizon, the serious and humane Andor Kántor, and the erudite Ferenc Sebestyén, at high school, or the cold 
and ruthless Géza Fónyi, the nonchalant György Kádár, and the relentless professor of art Jenő Barcsay, at the art academy, were striving 

to shed some light on this objectively truly dark night of art. Subsequently, Aurél Bernáth allowed me to join his class, following a one-
and-a-half-years’ break in my studies, when I was working as a miner, because I felt stifled by the academy; and then, under Bernáth, gap-
ingly and with a masochist pleasure, I endured as long as I was able to stand the type of stylistic dictatorship that levelled and moulded 
us – from Csernus to Lakner, from Bartl to Ákos Szabó – into `little copies of Bernáth .́ Around 1958, however, a true light started to dawn 
on me: I had the chance to meet Dezső Korniss and the representatives of the Szentendre School.”

This autobiographical testimony contains many important data that may contribute to our understanding of the young genera-
tion of the era, the intellectual and aesthetic development of those young artists who subsequently became great innovators, such as Tibor 
Csernus and László Lakner, as well as allowing an insight into the general cultural atmosphere of the time. Noteworthy is first of all the 
presence of the above-mentioned professors in public education and the impact of their personalities and aesthetic views on the young 
people of the era. The artistic grandeur of both Aurél Bernáth and Jenő Barcsay is indisputable. The latter master reinforced the impact 
of the Szentendre School in a direct manner, contributing to the recognisance of modernist values in the circle of young artists. Thus, 
their presence in official higher education, at the Hungarian Academy of Fine Arts, provided a sort of guarantee for high-level education. 
The passionate and critical-minded young artist with a heart-felt vocation for a painterly career, with his mature and responsible way 
of thinking, who kept comparing the official interpretations of realism and its various stylistic variations with the ethical standards of 
artistic utterance seeking totality and truth, started his independent artistic path in this artistic environment par excellence, within the in-
bred and sheltered world of the Academy of Fine Arts, and subsequently under the halo of the modern masters he discovered for himself.

In order to understand the cultural-political complexity of the era as well as György Kovásznai’s specific position of an “an out-
sider with clear insight into current affairs” and his delicately critical “dandy status”, one must be aware of the fact that the so-called 
“official” and “dissident” or “unofficial” terms were never applied as clearly defined categories set in stone. They were in constant flux, 
changing from one situation to the other, from one person to the other, as they corresponded to the given personal constellation and 
actual cultural political situation. They were also often based on tactical considerations or simply on judgments arising from capricious 
tastes. This is how Jenő Barcsay could simultaneously be an academy professor and a modern master of the “officially” disregarded, or at 
times explicitly criticised, “bourgeois, decadent, and irrational” Szentendre School, celebrated in alternative circles. Other “Szentendre” 
artists, first of all Dezső Korniss and Endre Bálint, belonged for a long time to the suppressed, criticised, or simply non-exhibited artists, 
who also compromised themselves politically, owing to their roles in the 1956 Revolution and because of their emigration in its aftermath. 
Korniss and Bálint were only offered exhibition possibilities long years after they had returned to Hungary, while a “second publicity”, 
an “alternative” and free-thinking art scene acknowledged and respected them as legendary modernists.

Another important aspect of Kovásznai’s autobiographical notes is the historic point of reference. He mentions that “a light start-
ed to dawn” around 1958, i.e., when he became acquainted with the art of Dezső Korniss and the Szentendre School. Through Korniss, he 
discovered a modernist aesthetic orientation, which did not connect to the naturalist and realist tendencies, and which took a specifically 
Central-European and Hungarian intellectual position, aiming to synthesise the different avant-garde movements. Moreover, this hap-
pened in the late 1950s, i.e., in the aftermath of the failed 1956 Revolution, during the period of arrests and executions, when the consoli-
dation was just about to start. This was the time when a considerable number of creative figures of Hungarian culture were still in prison 
– such as Tibor Déry, Zoltán Zelk, Miklós Vásárhelyi, and many others. Others – such as György Lukács, or the famous Bauhaus architect, 
József Fischer, who was the Minister of Urban Development in 1956 – were forced to inner emigration, living in Budapest. Having been 
forbidden to appear publicly, teach, or publish their works, they focused their energies on re-evaluating and reorganising the art scene.

This historic period had a seminal impact on the young György Kovásznai, influencing his worldview and aesthetic approach, 
his somewhat bohemian, marginal, and at the same time “insider” lifestyle, his intellectual dandyism, and irony. Kovásznai, just like his 
young colleagues, lived within a hermetically closed art scene, experiencing the atmosphere of the Art High School, or subsequently, the 
Academy of Fine Arts, the museums and galleries. It was through this filter that they sensed the changes that took place on the political 
scene, so that they observed the realities of the era with a kind of fatalistic carelessness, nonchalance, certain irresponsibility, intellectual 
independence, and irony, due to their young age and the marginal existence of the art world. They focussed their attention on the new art, 
on the depiction of new narratives, and the expression of a new attitude towards life. Their characteristic attitude was laden with fatalism 
and innovative strive, looseness and coolness, openness, curiosity, a critical approach to the past, and the rejection of all kinds of conserv-
atism, including both the conservatism of the mid-war period and that of the 1950s, as well as an indulgence in the cult of modernity. As 
Kovásznai wrote in one of his essays, they wanted to be liberated from the “shackles of naturalism”. Obviously, for them this naturalism 
was a symbol of all types of conservatism: all that which opposed modernity.

Their discovery of the preceding generation’s modernity proved to be helpful in their aspiration to innovate art, in their quest for 
a new vocabulary. From the end of the 1950s, this discovery was made easier through exhibitions, publications, and personal meetings. 
Although new articles and monographs of Lajos Vajda, Dezső Korniss, Endre Bálint, Ferenc Martyn, the European School, and the Szen-
tendre painters only appeared from the mid-1960s on, the neglected modern masters reappeared in various periodicals, scholarly publica-
tions, or in weekly papers in the form of illustrations or smaller reproductions. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, contacts among the var-
ious circles of modern artists, writers, filmmakers, and architects were maintained on the platforms of the so-called “inner emigration”, 
or on those in the sphere of the “unofficial”, “parallel” culture: in artists’ studios and private apartments, university clubs, auditoriums 
of the Society for the Dissemination of Scientific Knowledge, the Fészek Artists’ Club, and the Architects Club, or at times at museums. 

In the case of Kovásznai, his close friendship with Piroska Szántó, and the subsequent years of collaboration with Dezső Korniss 
resulted in important relationships that fostered the development of his artistic orientation. Kovásznai considered Piroska Szántó as his 
first art teacher. For him, Dezső Korniss, Piroska Szántó, and the European School as a whole, meant the foundations of his intellectual 
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P R E F A C E

orientation and aesthetic explorations. As he wrote, “There was, nonetheless, a sole exception: the European School, to which some of the 
Szentendre artists belonged as well. They have been miraculously liberated from the shackles of naturalism.” These were the shackles 
that drove away the young painter from the Academy, propelling him for a lifelong quest for the articulation of new modes of expression. 
This spirit of experimentation, openness towards every new solution, this unbiased, ironic, and critical approach guided him through the 
spirited and exciting art world of the 1960s and 1970s’ Budapest: at the Pannonia Film Studio as well as in his own studio, in front of his 
paintings and in his writings, which let his independent mentality, the intelligence of the elegant literary dandy, and his critical vision of 
reality be manifested so clearly and convincingly.

In his essay on Piroska Szántó, he includes a highly significant motif, which has bearings on Kovásznai’s own personality 
and artistic, intellectual position, besides describing the intellectual, aesthetic, and ideological contexts of Piroska Szántó’s work. He 
wrote the following in relation to Szentendre: “The young artists who made their escape from Fascism were given a chance here to 
refer to the fact that Hungarian fate was not a primordial fate, that the Hungarian middle-class had already been formed, and that it 
was possible even in this country to refine visual culture to reach a level that would reflect the European intelligence and practical 
philosophy; in fact, it is possible to have charm and elegance, which have always manifested the self-confidence and generosity of 
significantly free citizens.”

Let us pay attention to the congenial precision and complexity of the wording! Kovásznai articulates his view in a concrete manner 
in speaking of “European intelligence and practical philosophy” in reference to the refinement of visual culture. What he refers to is nothing 
else than the issue of professional competence, which is one of the cardinal points of European development. It is the “European intelligence 
and practical philosophy” that makes the social respect of professional knowledge and competence possible. It means the establishment of 
the sensus communis, which is indispensable for the existence of democracy, in whose spirit different spheres, professional competences, var-
ious interpretational and linguistic systems can coexist, mutually complementing and respecting each other, based on their own immanent 
value systems and in various referential contexts, so that they could complement each other, without being subordinated to a single central 
guiding principle, without being subjected to an absolute and abstract “truth”, to a monolithic and exclusive “ultimate explanation”.

The way he accentuates the connection between a refined visual culture and the free development of “European intelligence and 
practical philosophy” is a precise and highly consistent proposition. It touches upon the core of civil society and political democracy 
that was formed alongside the progress of European technological culture and its wide-ranging respect for professional competence. 
“The self-confidence of significantly free citizens” signifies the development of material culture, the acknowledgment and protection of 
independent professional spheres, the rejection of dictatorial and totalitarian centralisation and hierarchical subordination, as well as the 
elimination of all types of monolithic structures.

Kovásznai allows a clear insight into the fundamental correlations between the freedom of artistic work – with its resultant 
“charm and elegance” – and the democratic consensus informing society as a whole, according to which various professional compe-
tences, founded on their own immanent value systems, take part in the general creative processes within the global society, in the social 
organisation of work, and in the democratic distribution of the spheres of activity and responsibility, so that they are not subordinated to 
a single monolithic power structure. It is only such a rationalist, pluralistic, and democratic social regulation, based on the acceptance of 
the intrinsic value of independent professional competences, that is able to create an anti-hierarchic, tolerant, generous, and open-mind-
ed intellectual situation, in which the various professional spheres, bearing their own professional competence, are not subjected to the 
omnipotence of a totalitarian, and monolithic ultima ratio. On the contrary, they contribute to the pluralistic course of events of a complex, 
multilayered, and multifarious creative process, based on the immanent professional competence of their own, on a global level in society. 
It is only within such a pluralistic structure of society that the creativity of “significantly free citizens” is able to develop, where the charm 
of free and intelligent art is able to unfold, in tandem with a free and immanent value system.

The metaphoric accent that Kovásznai places on the phenomenon of “charm and elegance” in his seminal analysis reveals the 
coherence and profoundness of his philosophical thinking as well as the cultural affinities of an artist; namely, his knowledge of the Buda-
pest literature and discourses during the 1920s and 1930s. “Charm and elegance” are the attributes of the sophisticated, erudite, witty, and 
critical literary dandy. Far from manifesting a sense of superficiality, fashionable buoyancy, emotional indifference, or cynicism, these 
features stand for intellectual bravery in eschewing all forms of hypocrisy, i.e., a sense of independence. Ultimately, it means a complete 
intellectual freedom, a frantic, proud, uncompromising, and hedonistic joy of freedom. His praises of “charm and elegance” seem to echo 
Dezső Kosztolányi’s hymn to a seemingly immoral easiness, to the depth of a seemingly empty surface, and to the seemingly immoral in-
dependence, which the poet articulated with an ingenious radicalism in his Song of Kornél Esti. The dandy – who is seemingly indifferent 
to everything – rebels against deceptive hypocrisy with the weapons of irony and total intellectual independence. Naturally, this radical 
sovereignty and such a subversive irony were alien to the “official” spirit of the 1960s and 1970s. It was not without reason that a secret 
service report denounced Kovásznai as “a dangerous literary hooligan”.

Despite all these literary affiliations, aesthetic and emotional links to the culture of the 1920s and 1930s, György Kovásznai me-
diated the narrative of his time, a contemporary narrative par excellence in his works; the Budapest of his time was a metropolis under-
going a radical process of modernisation during the 1960s and 1970s. It was a city full of contradictions, which evinced the early signs of 
a consumer society and the vitality of pop culture. In the milieu and atmosphere of the consolidation period of the Kádár era, with its 
New Economic Mechanism, a gradual opening toward the West, and its developing cultural-political tolerance, Kovásznai occupied a 
transitional position in more than one sense. His peculiar melancholy, psychological sensitivity, hidden reticence, refined humour, highly 
articulated manner of speech, his erudition, his entire outward appearance and elegant behaviour generated a sort of anachronistic aura 
around his personality, which seemed to connect this solitary “contemporary artist” par excellence to the past. In a radically transforming 
and modernising, creative and neurotic society, with its unsolved or unspoken ethical and ideological problems, this sophisticated, witty, 
sarcastic – and subversive – dandy epitomised intellectual independence.

Judging from a contemporary perspective, György Kovásznai could actually be considered as an artist who foreshadowed our 
present society’s – postmodern, post-utopian, post-industrial – cultural orientation and eclectic sensitivity. Through several points, he 
forestalled the contemporary cultural paradigm resting on modes of deconstruction. He might have failed to give a clear definition and 
a viable theoretical consideration to numerous elements of this novel approach, which is based on the interpolation, blending, and over-
lapping of anthropological and cultural-historical discourses, different sign systems, linguistic conventions, and different levels of con-
notation, but he was nonetheless able to pinpoint the direction of change. In his paintings and in the material of his unfinished animation 
films made during the last phase of his artistic creation, we can clearly detect the early germination of a new visual culture determined 
by the most disparate micro-cultural sign systems, subcultural communication systems, the most radically disparate cultural, ideological, 
and linguistic references as well as by the independently functioning referential systems that exist side by side or in connection with one 

another, flowing into one another in order to conjure different parallel interpretations. In his large format paintings sporting multiple 
figures, imbued with a hectic, paradoxically dramatic, and at the same time, grotesque effect, the compositional solutions of mannerist 
or baroque painting are the most dominant, combined with a consciously emphasised, provocative theatricality. The artificiality, the 
grotesqueness based on exaggeration, and the overlapping of different layers of signification, with its subversive dualism between the 
visualisation of a spectacular cultural product as if viewed from the “outside” and the simultaneous suggestion of potential intimacy 
and psychological involvement through a type of hidden, internal narration, are the features that bind Kovásznai’s latest painting style 
to the radical eclecticism of different postmodern schools that appeared at the end of the 1970s. Kovásznai’s painterly narrative thrives on 
the experience of the disintegration and fallibility of all kinds of monolithic – and thus necessarily reductionist, exclusive, and ultimately 
teleological – narratives. His references tend to include the different layers of the limitless cultural simulacrum into the visual reality of 
the picturesque painterly texture.

In this eclectic layering, the cultural simulacrum – with its fictional-imaginative, artificial realities – fills in the void that was cre-
ated by the disappearance of the great utopias, by the disintegration of the real sensus communis, and by the indifferent parallel existence 
of various referential systems. It is along these lines that I wrote about him in 1990 that “Kovásznai’s painting is narrative and mannerist”. 
Kovásznai’s new narrative is the suggestive expression of the mannerist simulacrum that would become omnipotent, all pervasive, all 
encompassing, and that would be capable of integrating all cultural phenomena. In this regard, György Kovásznai’s painting from the 
1970s can be paralleled with the neo-mannerist painterly paradigms, such as the American Bad Painting, or the subversively ironic nar-
rative painting, and the German “Heftige Malerei”, as well as with the French “Nouvelle Figuration”, and the Italian “trans-avantgarde”. 
Paradoxically, his provocative irony, the confrontation of painterly paradigms derived from different cultural contexts, the absurdity of 
the anecdotal fragments, and the grotesque, quasi-autonomy of the figures do not negate the prevalence of a latent dramatic mood, which 
is presumably due to György Kovásznai’s search for an original intensity, his basic critical attitude and, to some extent, his loneliness. His 
unique painterly style is at once a part of an omnipotent, irresistible, boundless, all-pervasive, and integrating cultural simulacrum as 
well as its subversive, critical commentary.

In his animation films, we encounter a provocative, eclectic, quasi-heroic and hedonistic, subversive and intellectually complex, 
ironic, and multi-layered neo-mannerism coated with a theatrical artificiality, which is most forcefully depicted in the painting sequences 
of his film about the French Revolution, and in the above-mentioned large-format paintings made during the last years of his life. It is here 
that we see the materialisation of the gigantic simulacrum that pervades all cultural spheres. 

There are several possible messages and interpretations of György Kovásznai’s life and work. In my opinion, the most authentic 
reading is the essay entitled Charm, which is centred around György Kovásznai’s engaging, intelligent, ironic, but always courteous, 
fine, and nuanced articulation of his personality. The individual who was once deemed a “dangerous literary hooligan” by the one-time 
secret report is in fact a prolific, cultured thinker representing an independent intellectuality, who reflects on contemporary life with a 
quiet, but subversive humour in a form of a slightly fatalistic commentary. He was also a solitary intellectual dandy, who early on had a 
fine sensibility for the emerging changes of the postmodern value system as well as for an antihierarchical, eclectic cultural orientation.

As I mentioned before, this elegant and innovative, creative and erudite, sarcastic and dedicated literary dandy, this painter, 
who daringly experimented until his last breath, and who reinterpreted the painterly traditions of the avant-garde as well as anticipated 
the postmodern radical eclecticism and its anti-monolithic, anti-hierarchical artistic approaches, was one of the most unique Hungarian 
animation filmmakers. It is maybe hard to imagine today that his creations were part of the 1960s and 1970s’ Budapest movie repertoires, 
scheduled between the news and the feature film, and were mostly followed by enthusiastic applause. After the screening of A Painter’s 
Diary, I was witness to a real collective catharsis, when for a moment, the perturbed audiences sat in silence, which was then followed by 
an enthusiastic ovation. This spontaneous enthusiasm, a sign of the audience’s gratitude, is rarely granted to an avantgarde filmmaker, 
or even more rarely to a painter or a writer. Presumably, this spontaneous success was due to György Kovásznai – and his partner, Dezső 
Korniss’s – creative genius, but there is another more deeply imbedded reason, which is the authenticity of narration! What Kovásznai set 
out to tell in the language of pictures and with the help of text and music was something that was experienced by the Budapest audiences 
of his time as their own true, heartfelt story, considered as their very own reality, or their very own emotional sphere.

In this respect, Kovásznai’s experimental animation films succeeded in translating a truly unique intellectual narration pertain-
ing to Budapest into a popular, and visually absolutely contemporary, topical modern form. Moreover, he provided his audiences with 
one of the first visual commentaries of urban pop culture with its specific connotations and concretised emotional motives. The fact that 
this very specific, early pop culture of Budapest seemed to correlate in many ways to the one-time – and somewhat nostalgically regard-
ed – old literary and coffeehouse culture of Budapest clearly proves the surely unique authenticity and cultural-historical relevance of 
Kovásznai’s narration. 

It was at that time that Kovásznai’s friends and contemporaries – the filmmakers, fine artists, musicians, philosophers, and the 
friends of culture – were living their own modernist, existentialist, avant-garde life, paradoxically, within the parameters of a consumer 
culture. From the mid-1960s, a type of consumer society was taking shape – within the existing socialist framework – in the wake of the 
economic reforms and different consumer mechanisms that were introduced in Hungary in order to instigate the development of cultural 
tolerance and political consolidation. György Kovásznai functioned in this very intellectual milieu, in this immensely rich, vital, contra-
dictory, exciting, conflict-laden, fully urban, modern, pop, hedonistic Budapest aura, feeding on the spirit of the Sixties; in a milieu that 
was at once uniquely prosaic and adventurous, changing, open, and critical. He functioned as a specific and particular micro-institution, 
with his own multi-directional connections and preferences, while he was, at the same time, able to preserve his position as a melancholic 
outsider, as an elegant, solitary, sarcastic and fatalistic dandy.

György Kovásznai had this rare capacity to continuously preserve his position as an outsider without it being offensive, hurt-
ful, demeaning, or arrogant for the people around him. Kovásznai was seen to embody the position of a sensitive thinker, who was 
absolutely devoid of any prejudice, and was maximally open, tolerant, with a daringly and uniquely eclectic sensibility, whose way of 
thinking extended to highly disparate artistic orientations and preferences in taste. This nonchalant and elegant eclecticism was based 
on a unique anthropological generosity and wisdom: in fact, it was based on the realisation that no existing structure, no really func-
tioning system is able to fruitfully prevail in isolation, confinement, or unnatural autochthonism, but is only able to thrive in constant 
reciprocity, in the tangible and changing, vanishing, and transitory forms of the existing systems of micro-communication. This is the 
type of wisdom that is rooted in a warm, lively, concrete, and instinctual anthropological sensitivity, supplemented with the faculty of 
self-irony, erudition, and brilliant witticism, paired with the elegant and sarcastic generosity of an intellectual dandy from Budapest. 

This text is a preface for the first English and Hungarian edition, 2010.

6 7





Professor Paul Wells is Director of the Animation Academy, Loughborough University UK, and Chair of 
the Association of British Animation Collections. He has published widely in Animation, Film, Media and 
Screenwriting Studies, and is an established writer and director for film, TV, radio and theatre. He recently 
curated the major exhibition, ‘The Beautiful Frame: Animation & Sport’, which took place in the UK, Japan 
and China, based on his book ‘Animation, Sport & Culture’. He is currently completing a fully revised and 
updated 25th Anniversary Edition of ‘Understanding Animation’; a book on screenwriting drawing upon his 
worldwide workshops and developing projects for the global ‘Digital Animalities’ project. 

This text is a preface for the second English edition, 2016.



This text is a preface for the second English edition, 2016.

Professor Sarah Wilson (Courtauld Institute of Art, University of London) is an art historian and curator 
whose interests extend from post-war and Cold War Europe and the USSR to contemporary global art. Rec-
ognised as the international English-language expert on art after 1945 in France, her publications include 
Matisse, (Barcelona, Ediciones Poligrafa, 1992, 2009), Paris, Capital of the Arts,1900-1968 (principal curator, 
and editor, London, Royal Academy, 2002), The Visual World of French Theory: Figurations, (London, Yale 
University Press, 2010; Paris, Les Presses du Réel, 2018); Picasso, Marx and Socialist Realism in France, (Liver-
pool University Press, 2013).



AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION  
TO THE THIRD EDITION

György Kovásznai’s work was extensively shown in international exhibitions and film festivals during the 
2010s and early 2020s. Due to this wide scale interest his lifework is inspiring for so many people who are 
interested in art and animation. Kovásznai’s legacy is relevant for film makers, painters as much as creative 
thinkers and art directors whose work blends concepts and practical processes from different disciplines such 
as painting, 2D animation, documentary film, drawings and illustration.

In 2006 when I set out to research Kovásznai’s then hidden œuvre, the scattered pieces of a puzzle slow-
ly started to assemble through the video interviews of friends, colleagues and relatives, as well as through the 
research conducted in archives, libraries and film archives. A unique lifework unfolded in front of my eyes 
as I was reading his writings still sitting in a table drawer, and observed his paintings and drawings, I was 
fascinated by his sagacity and alertness already detectable from the time he was in his teens. I was taken by 
the way his works captured the very essence of this vivid life feeling throbbing in him and in the Budapest 
of his time, by which he created an opportunity for the future generations to see the ‘city through his eyes’.

This unclassifiable solitary artist, who never joined any artistic movement, was simply working with 
such a degree of freedom that mostly precipitated perplexity and aloofness in the fine arts field of his time. 
Presumably this was what generated the suspiciously reigning silence around his work during and after his 
life. Today, however, it is exactly this bold and sincerely free ‘language’ that binds the curious future gener-
ation to him. The puzzle that I aimed to assemble in this book is mainly comprised of paintings that were 
wasting away for decades – mostly without titles or dates – in mouldy garages and sheds, as well as of films 
hardly shown after his death. 

György Kovásznai worked as a filmmaker outside the institutional domain of fine art. In terms of the 
cultural representations of the era and in the cultural context that surrounded him, he was categorised as an 
animation filmmaker. Thanks to his painterly and playwright’s approach, however, both his artistic and cin-
ematic work developed in a direction that pointed beyond the established genres of art, with its complexity 

breaking from the narrow category of being an animation film director. As a result of the changes that have 
occurred in the institutional, social and cultural position of art during the forty decades that have passed 
since his death, his œuvre can be studied within the interdisciplinary framework of the visual arts. While the 
strategy that György Kovásznai chose for his art practice was quite exceptional in his times, it has become 
a more prevalent art practice. Thus, in terms of the present status of our culture, one could regard the insti-
tutional system of fine art as the unified receptive sphere of his work, being able to embrace and present the 
material and the contexts of this complex œuvre both theoretically and physically. 

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

I paid special attention to the process of recording seemingly mundane details, not just because I am  
a resolute anthropologist, but also because of the joy to see the era of the one-time Cold War Budapest through 
the lenses of the artist, through his thoughts and feelings. 

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

This publication is special in the sense that in addition to presenting the artist’s paintings and draw-
ings, it comprises the entire body of Kovásznai’s cinematic œuvre, as a further undertaking aiming to rescue 
a highly valuable material (www.kovasznai.org). As a result of a long, devoted work, which involved the re-
touching of negatives that were often in a rather poor condition, all the films were digitalised, thanks to the 
Hungarian National Film Archive. 























Thirty years after the democratic change took place in Hungary,
















