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INTRODUCTION
Is..,. ,''-'':5 Il.'Ul 

n e H.III,I.I Inal-II,'e ., I~e "," "enllel~ Itllar, ••, IUtl' I, be • es,'e,l, slbled . 
..."illllll, I, Wesle'l ••'lIlIes. 1.,",. lis ...11,,, 1,~Ie".elllS a' cOII,ihlilis ,. Ih ~ISI", 
tf .,de'l Irt ad .eSlHllu ~." be.. 11'lel, l,h,.lde' I. Wesle,. sC~"I,s~i.. ne. II ••, ., lis 
lllists .d Ib..,lsls Ire n,••IIeple' IS .,IIIIJlIIIII'U I. IH ....sis ., ,ecIPli'l " ••'lIlls•. 
\ 1any American co llections arc enriched by wOI·ks of ~\ 'o h ol.y-?'\agy. Brc uel", i"' olnar, a nd 
any numbe r of other Hungari-a n mode rnis ts. :'\evert heless. of a ll the E.uropea n (and 
Ame rican) protagoni~l~ in the dra ma of modem an. the Ifunga rian avanr-gan jc p layed a 
listinctive ro le that forb y is among the Icasl k nown a nd m O:<. t underva lued. 

This relative ob;o;;curiry conu"asts odd ly wilh cond it ions three-guartc rs or a cenlury 
-..go w hen the I Iungariani' ....'e re c.:re.:tt ivcly shaping the cha rac ter, de~ining the meanings, 
.1nd determining the implicar i()n ~ of modernist i)nistic express io n. Conte mporary journals 
of rhe 1910s a nd 1 920~ from Lonoon to Leningrad wen" filled ,.,..ith <trticle~ by a nd about 
, bese Hungarian pioneer~ of mode rn aesrhetics and a rt. Xames o r art i st~ s uc h as Kassak. 
r30rtnyik . and L it z. and of criti c); !'uc h as K.ill ~l i and Ke.mc.ny, we,'e common copy in rhe 
¥Iva need per iodicals o f their time . .;\ \orcover. contem poraneous a rt hi s-to ry and phi lo­
KSphical debate the mseh:e!-i were in flu e nced ri c hly by the co ntribution~ or other 
Ihmga_rians-Karoly ( C harle:-;) Tolna,Y. Amold Ha usC'!". Frederick ,r\ntal , Leo Popper. and 
Gyorgy Lukacs, to name a few - who ad vocated in thei,' ,vriting~ and le(:t ures the 
progressive aesthe tics (and oftcn po lit ics) or their country men. 

In large mea~ure. the momentQus s hi ft (,'om ,'cady recognition early in the cenw,)' 
10 rebt i" e obscuri t'y is the con~equcnce o r tumultuous poJitical and c ultural c,'cms dU "jng 
th~ 1..'5,[ seventy- lin· years, a turbu lcnce tha t nOI on ly submerged the thri\'i ng c ultu,'es of 
;\\itteleu ropa.·' but moved th ei,' hi5tO"icai pl'(:sence I,'om Ihe cent er o f European con­
' iOUSlless to the periphery or\\'cs tern <l,'va re ness. In this viole nt d i ~ loca(i{) n . Hunga,'y­

like so much of Ea.."t-Ccntral Eur-opc - was assigned to a Soviet-dominated Eas tern 
lJro pe. w here umil rela(i\'C~ I'y recently irs f,'ee contacts w ith the \Ve~( \\,e l'c severed a nd 

ItA essential I.:on nenions to its own a\a IH-garde pasl degraded. Thus, [he Hungar ia n 
rltsts (and t heir apologists) bcst known in the \ \fesl are those such as L iszl6 .\\ o hol)'­

'1agy who elecled emigration 0 '- whose wo,.k e ntered ea rl,Y the internatio na l modernist 
mrunstream _ Unfonu nately. the s ig nal achieveme nts of t ho!'e importan t anis ts who c hose 

'n ,- h~ mid- 1920s to return to a '· re ma in in Ilung.:try (or to emigratc to the Soviel Cnion) 
~n"e been bl-gel.\' nascd f"om popu lar recogni z~ttion . 

Some responsihilit.v for the ecl ipse or thc Hung,:u'ia n a,,-a nt -garde re:-;ts w ith the 
n&ture, art itudes. and acti.ons of the arti:-;ts tht:mse lves. Always s tanding in the political 
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opposiuon _ to ,he Hab~bu rg monarc hy. \0 !iuccessive revolu tionary reg ime:'> , to the 

ultramontane government of l:onsen'ative reaction, 10 the German occ upiers. and to the 
post ~ \Vorld \Var II communi!'t systcm-progrc ~~i\'e Hungarian artists f<l rely !ian' their 
wo rk broadly endorsed or their accompli:.-hmcnts seriou sly ~tudicd 0['- fairly assessccl. In 
fact, it has on ly been in the last decade or so that the rich heritage of the avant-garde has 
been fully acknowledged b....- Hungarian scholars and it s art w;del.v exhihit ed to the publi c. 

U nlike a lmos t cVlny o the r contemporaneous art movement. the Hungarian a van t­

gardc tolerated . a t rimes even appeared to enCQll l-age. diversity in sr.yle and bn~adth in 
outlook. \Vhile the Ou.tch D e Stijl group or the RU$sian supremalists insisted on a purity 
of rormal expression. the Hungarian~ adoptE'd a muc h more heterogeneous penpecrive. 
not in frequen tly promoting concurrently expressionism. futuri!,In. cubism. and construc­
tivism . One find!' repre~ented among the H ungarian ACtivi~ t paint ers. ~or exam ple. a 

panoply of early twentieth cent ury sty les. yet ad he rence TO a re lat ively uni form, if 

somewhat vague. socialist world view. 
\\.rith such d iversi ty. it was always dilTicult ror the Hungarian ava nt-garde to speak 

wit h a sing le voice. despite the authoritative claims of La;os Kassak. Bela Uitz. Sandor 
Bortnyik . a nd othet·s. Thu s. historian:-; and critics fou nd the moveme.nt dilrl cuh to 
l' haracte rize eas Lly or succinctly. dE'spite the numerouS tex ts authored by (he artists 
themselves, Furthermore, man,'!' of the importa nt documents written by and about the 
<want-garde appeared in Hungarian. which po~ed a language barrie r bet'oveen the arri$ts 
and the vast ma jo rity of \Vestern scholars and audiences. ~'lost H ung-a rian avant-gardists 
spokc add irinnallanguages, primariJy German . l-I owe" er, during the ir formative year~ in 
Hungary and , later, the ir early .years in exi le in Vienna a nd Berlin, all 50ug ht to maintain 
contal't with one a no tber and ,'vith their homeland. To do this . they freq uenrly employed 

Ihe Hungarian language. 
Finally, the Hungarians often se rved as the link o r bridge bet'u'een the dy namic 

deveJopme nts in Eastern Europe and the \Vest. For the Hungal'ian artist s themsekes. this 
was both a singular advantage and a deJinit e drawback. On the one hand , they benefited 
directly a nd ea rly from the aesthetic inno\'a lions taking p lace in Russia and thro ugho ut 
much of Eastern Europe. On the other hanJi. their un mediated (though s.elenive ) 
embral'e of these new trend:-; too oft en w as mi s.unde rstood in rhe \\'es t. and dist inc tive and 
i<i gnificant Hungarian accompl ishments freque ndy were allri buted 10 those other artists 
and move me nt !!; 'w hose work. ideas. and achjevements the Hungarians promoted and 

ada pted to their own nee.ds. 
In the light o f the dynamic and world-shaping developments of 1989 iu H ungary 

and its Eastern European neighbors. it seems particularly lilting that the 1990s should 
bring a ne\.... apprec1ation and assessment of the remarkable character of the aes thetics and 
int entio ns , successes a nd limitations o f the Hungarian avant-garde through which to 
reclaim from historical obscurity the movement's essE'mial inl1ucnce on the developmcnt 
of internationa l modernism . This as.sessmenl is undertaken. then, not as a celebration of 
cuhul-al or nat ional chauvi nism but as a responsible step in integrating into the r ich a nd 
com plex history o f modern art and aesthetics one of its most important ele ments: the 

Hungarian contribu rion. 
The sc:ope of th is assessment is an ambi tio us one: It re'l uires study no t only of the 

avant-garde movement and its principal protagon ists, but also of the social. political. a nd 
historical backdro p for the ir unfoldment and act iv ity. Integration of the movement into 
the inte rna tiona l arena then dt:!mands an appreci':Hion or the interplay among the other 
avant -ga.rde movement~, a r tists. and literary figures w ith whom the Hungarjan~ came in 

cont act. 
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In view of the pro lollnd scope of this undertaking. it was necessary for reasons of 
d aricy and impact to se lect from a vas t profusion of artistic works. inte rpretations, 
writi ngs. and orhCl" docu menta tion those examples that bes t serve to enh ance our 
under:!ttanding of th e development of Hungarian avant-garde aesthetics, intentions, and 
applicat.ions. By fo C' using on paint ing, for exa mple , with an C' iliary a ttention paid to 
graphics and sclel.: ted documenta ry material. this book acknowl edges the primac.)' of two­
dimensi onal work within th e IJunga ri"ln movement as compared wit h the relative ly 
~stricled ro le or Hungar ian achi eveme nt:.;, however no tewon hy, in the three-dimensional 
media_ 

Lnlike the (largely paper) archi tecture and sCltl ptUre of th e Ru ~~ian a nd Soviet 
avant-garde movements. these media constituted largely a ~econdar'y mode of exprcssion 
fo r Hu.ngarys progressive anists and I.:omnlentators. \Vith some exccptions, panic:uJa.rly 
among Hungarian a.rtists in German ex ile \vho were afliliatcd wit h the Bauhaus. there 
",as re.la li ,·el,y lill ie opporrulli ty lo r architect ural work owing to the harsh l·ircu mstances 
of voluntary exi le a.nd domes tic conditions that dis.cou.rage.d commission.s fOl' polilicaJ 
radicals. furthermore, l'iuc: h ve rsatile artists as J.ino~ ~lalti:-; Teutsch, Lajos Kass.ik. and 
(e.spec.ially) Lasz lo i\"\oholy-Nagy. lo r whom archi tecture <lnd sculpture had part.icu lar 
importa.nce. often expressed their ae:.'O thetic conSlructs equally wel l in two-d imensional 
work~. 

Another ca refully co n s ide.n~d decision was the exdu:-; ion or photography rrom our 
und e-naking. or all the v isual arts of the mature period of Hunga t'ian avant -garde activity 
,'and !lftcr), photography is the most w idely known and oftC"ll exhibited in th e Un it ed 
States_ I.n rece nt years there ha\'e bet!Jl .scveraJ important .stud ies a nd exhibitions de voted 
\0 the photography of' i\ ndl't~ Ke rt e:.o;z, Brassai, Kepes . and .\'l oho ly -:\1agy. In fact. the 
·,,·idcspread appre.ciation of modern Hungaria n photography rece i\'ei< important. if indi­
rn:t, su ppo rt in this study. which in\'estigates the artistic and cultura l e nvironme nt from 
wh ich Hungarian photograph,yo eme rged and to w hich it so c_rea tively rC"sponded. 

This study ~ol.:uses prima rily on Hungarian art ists who \\"el-e instrum ental 10 

.articulat ing the avant-gardes var ied obicnives and ('xpressi ng them pictoriaJly. ~Ot 

included are tho~e s ignilicanl arti:-;ts of Hungarian nationality or extraction whose ;:\n o r 
-criyjlies had lir1le di l'en bea ring on the course oj" Hungar ian modernism a nd it s contribu ­
tion to the international a,·ant -garde:. Thus. Vilmos. Huszar'. for example, who played an 
In.$lru men tal role w ithin the OlHch Dc S tijl group bu t who had little associa tion with , or 
uirect i.nl1uencc o n, the Ilungarian avan t-garde. i:'i nOt represented. 

This interpretive aS$e:-;smenl of the Hungar ian avant-garde roc uses principa lly on 
the y ears bet'o" ee n 1908 - whe n a group of cight H ungarian painters wit h emphatically 
progressive aes thetic. socia l. a nd sty listi c t endencies coalcsc:.:ed - and the year 1930. by 
.,...hidl. lime the heroic period of ex perimentation , accornpli :;:. hmen t . a nd dis!"'c mina tion had 
ItSStnt ially run its cour!'e. Th ese \wo det:ades embrace Ihe period o f" greatest accomplish­
mNIl for th e avant -ga rde, for it was ro ugh I)' in these 20 years that the a rti sts a nd their 
..apologists J e'vcloped a progressive means of expression a nd concomitant political and 
lOC.ial ,,:orld vic\\' tha t achieved a stunning degree of clarity and forcefuln css. ,\ ·l o reover. it 
"'as exactly in this period tha t Hungarian a,·an.t-garde aesthetics had i ~s d ecisi"e impac.r 
on t.he evolu tion of mode rn an. 

Almost no histori c;:,1 phase. modern o r otherwise, can be said to emerge o r conclude 
c:lec.i3ively at a single momeOl , Indeed, the fo llo,...·ing essa.\ s ack nowlcdge the rit: h artisl ic 
and cultural background o ut o f w hich the first truly avant-garde a nis tic group e me rged . 

Nor did prog,-essi"e H ungarian an cease abruptly in 1930. By thi s date. however, 
c()oditions in 1 Iungary compelled art ists who had been its leading figures to reappra ise 
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thei,- asserTi"e ro le in a\'ant-garde ilcrivir~" :\<bny w ithdrew from engaged aesthetics. 
there-b.... paving the way lor a ne,>\' generallon of artist:' who 'would soon disringuish 

them~elves by theil' forma l experimentation . For meTnben: of the Hungarian <l\'ant -garde 
who had elected to remain abroad . 19::S0 marked the approximate end of theiT dost" 

association \\·ith their fellow cou ntry men as joint partici pants in a collective movement. 

Oy 1930. miln.V who had moved 10 th e \Vesr had begun to disr~1nce themselves trom a 

,Hrong identification '-IS Hungarian emigre anists, a nd a significant numher had c!'jtab~ 

li shed close ties with ot her moderniST movements. 
Like most pioneers and impresar ios within the iuterna[ional a\·am-garde. man;,' 

Hungacians by 1930 experienced a profound disappointment \\'ith (heir inabilit,)l to 
rc~tructurC' reality Through art. As a conSC(luence. one readi!.y detects among a grt~at 

number o f Hungarian a\'a nt -gardists a tendcnc.'Y to jcnison (or ar least to moderate) long­
held ideological commitments and idealistic \ ....orld vic\vs. This ....\ ·015 especially true among 
tho::.e who had eleCTed to ,'erurn to their hom~la nd dur-ing the 1920s to find contemporary 
political a nd social condition:-;: increasingly hostile Toward the propagation of' the tenets 
and forms of modc-rn art. Thus. b.v the end or the decade. the most innovative pha.. ..e or 

Hungal'ian a.....a nt -garde expn!'~sion wa:ol over. 
For Those Hungarians \V hose radical social commirment ,'emained undiminished and 

\...ho sought a.."ylum and opportunity primarily in the So ..... iet Unio n. the 19,)Os tu!'Oed out to 
he a period of c:ompara tivd.v restricted acti,,;ty. limited artis ti c experimentat ion. and I're­
<..:Juent disappointment. The freedom a nd responsibility they sought to exercise in the sen·ice 
or socia li st aestheril's ultimately proved anathema 10 Stalins conception of radical art, 

The H ungarian avant-garde left a profound legac,)' despite it::. brief quarter-century 
span of mature cre':.lIivity, The inno.....ati ..'e formal solutions a \·'ant-garde artists bl'Ought to 

the fine and app lied arts have fundamentally shaped the morphologr of modem art as 
well as helped to determine the \'e ry image of rhe contemporal''y world . Furthermore. the 
passion <t nd intell igence with which these <trt ists panicipatcd in the inrernational dis­
course on an ha.....c affected the ve,r." \\-'01," in \vhieh we think . write, and speak a bout 
modernist ae~dtetics. The~e are laudable ac<:omplishments; how Ilungarian painten 
endea\'orcd to ac hieve them is the essential suh;~ct or th e presenr volume, 

It is both timely and lining that a 1arge - ~cal e study on the Hungarian avant-garde h~ 
undenakcn in .America. d,'a'wing on the scholarsh ip of both Amer'ican and European art 
a nd cultural historians. During the period 1908-,')0. the Hungar'ians themsch-es sought 
direc[ Contacts with American artis ts. collectors. museurns. and schobr:ol. and they val ued 
their connct,tions with Americau journals and writers. 1\1oreo\,er. an idealized image or 

.'\merica as a count ry of limirless energy. inno.....ation . and progress occu pied a privileged 
position in their o\,,'n world ..... ie\\'. as is cvide,ll ced in se\'c ral or th eir publ icariom. This 
conviction. thoug h shared b l'oadl)' by almo::.t all p;:\rticipant!' in the international avant­
ganJ e of the earl.Y twentiet h cent.ury, was to playa cllnsequemia l role a decade or so lal er, 
In the 19305 when allili<ttes of the Hungari.,n avant-garde felt compelled to emigrate oncc 
aga in , it was primari ly to thc L nil ed States that Ll:-;:zl6 ~"\()hol'y-Nag}'. •\1arccl nr~u~r. 
GyCH'gy Kepes. ,-\ ndor \VeiningcJ-. and dozens o r ocher Hung.:\riall a rri!' ts brought the 
passion. commit ment, a nd expericnce that they had al:quirctl during thc preceding t\\'o 
decades. In Ame rica . th e-.y found condjtions favorable 10 their ideas and art, a nd th ere 
they neated \\'hac mig ht be- recognized as the final phase or their progressive "new vi!'ion" 
of a modern art ror modern man . an ideal image (j" St articulated in an earlier time and 
place by the Ilungarian ava nt-garde, 

Introduct.on 

10 \.CQt ,.A I~T T ill-: RE.·\DEll. with the historical, pol itica l. and cultllral background from 
hirh the Hungarian avant -garde eme.rged. th is volulnc opens with an oven.';e\..· of 

Hung.u'ian social hislor.\' by Is tvan Deak or Columbia University. Prole5~or De.-:i.k attends 
doscl.v to the dynami c e\,euts in nineteenth and Iwemieth Hungarian history tha t shaped 
prvfo un dly t he aesthe tic and social perspect.i ..'es of the a .....ant-ga.rde ar ti sts . 

T he character'. objective!', a nd achievements or the f lungarian it\'ant-gardists are 
"e-xc assessed in my own essay. in which Ithe hi:olloJ'Y of Hungarian modern a rt is 
uhstantially re.interpreted in light or recent scholady !'Tudies a nd (rom th~ perspective of 

\merican an historian . 

J ulin Sz.-:d)(), a senior resea rcher aT the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. next 
·..,••lJnin~s trends and techniques in Hu ngarian paiming at the rurn at' the cent ury and 

rhrir Influence,s on the ..... isual experiments o f the a\,ant-garde. 

,John Bo\\' le professor id the Unive l-si ry of Southern Ca lifornia . investigates the 
~lll.ilf'kllbl e "ole and contributions. as well as connections and intel'ac tions bet\\'een {he 
Hungarian a\·ant-garJe and Russian art, both progressive and cOllservati,'c. during the 
1m thi rd or the century. 

Ltl a complem~ntary essay, K"is7,tina Passuth ot'the I\ '\use um or 1\ '1oJern :\orr of (he 
LJlJ' of Pal' is s\1I'Ve,\'5 the connection between H u_ogarys: a\'ant -g,:,rcle painter's a nd apolo­

'1! •. lJi and those of oth~r p"ogress ivc il10V~mellts in Ei.lst -Centra l E urope. 

T he \'olume concludes w ith two part icula rl.v useful sections compiled by Ol iver .'\ .1. 
flmar : • subSTantial comparative chronology of signiticant e\'e nts within rhe Hungarian 
.tvolnt garde, irnemational avan t-garde. a nd political sphe"es: a nd an extensive selected 
,Libhog'1'.:\phy embracing primal".\' a nd secondary SOurces. 
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