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Abstract  
This paper examines the role of monumental socialist modernist art in the so-called Kádár era of 

Hungary (1957–1989), and through taking a closer look at specific monumental works designed by  
Gyula Hincz discusses how the relationship towards these artworks shifted after the political regime 
change of 1989. First, it analyses the working mechanism of state commissions for monumental public art, 
showing the complex nature of the works in the time of their inauguration. It then continues with some 
small contemporary case studies on how these works are used and interpreted, how they (dis)appear in 
museums, temporary exhibitions and various other forms and places of visual culture. The general aim of 
this paper is to provide a new reading to this contested period of Hungarian (art) history, introducing a 
group of artworks that rarely got any academic recognition in today’s scholarship. 
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Gyula Hincz (1904–1986) was a highly 
productive and manifold painter, graphic artist, 
book illustrator, and designer of monumental 
public works, who built a rather successful carrier 
from the late 1920s until the late 1980s in 
Hungary.1 Trained as an avant-garde, 
expressionist painter with surrealist and 
constructivist qualities, he became a teacher at 
the Academy of Fine Arts right after the Second 
World War, while in the 1960s he also directed the 
Academy of Applied Arts in Budapest. From the 
1950s on, he regularly represented Hungary at 
international group and solo exhibitions, 
received state prize after state prize, as well as 
several state commissions for monumental 
public art pieces (murals, mosaics, tapestries, 
stained glass windows, etc.). His artistic language 
had always been adaptive, he was not against 

 
 

1 Although the works of the artist were highly popular in his own time, 
his oeuvre has not yet become part of the canon of 20th century 
Hungarian art history. The author of this paper is currently working on a 
critical monograph of the artist.     
2 There is no consensus on the English translation of the institution’s 
name. A recent book on Hungarian art of the period (Art in Hungary 1956-
1980. Doublespeak and Beyond, edited by Edit Sasvári, Sándor Hornyik, 
Hedvig Turai, London: Thames & Hudson, 2018.) uses Supervisory Body 
for Arts and Crafts, while a bilingual catalogue published in 1985 
(Hungarian Gobelin 1945-1985, exhibition catalogue edited by Mimi 
Kratochwill, Budapest: Palace of Exhibitions, 1985.) refers to it as Jury of 
Fine and Applied Arts. The archival material of the institution is kept 
today at the Archives of the Hungarian National Gallery, where the 

experimentation, however mostly remaining 
within the frameworks of classical genres. 
Although he started with an abstract, avant-garde 
interest, over time, he became more and more 
accustomed to the dominant language of socialist 
modernism that fit quite well into the agenda of 
Hungarian cultural policy of the time. 

The commissions for monumental public art 
pieces at the time were controlled by the 
administrative authority of the Supervisory Body 
for Arts and Crafts [Képző- és Iparművészeti 
Lektorátus] – in short, the so-called Lectorate2 – 
which was one of the four main state institutions 
that controlled and supervised all cultural 
processes in the centralized cultural system of 
the country from around the mid-1960s.3 Besides 
issuing permits and providing funding for public 
sculptures and monumental artworks, one of the 

material is referred to as Documents of the Hungarian Institute for 
Culture and Art (https://en.mng.hu/professional-services/). A Horizon 
2020 research project, that ran between 2016 and 2019 called COURAGE 
(Cultural Opposition: Understanding the Cultural Heritage of Dissent in 
the Former Socialist Countries) used the translation Lectorate for Fine 
and Applied Arts (http://cultural-opposition.eu/registry/?uri=http:// 
courage.btk.mta.hu/courage/individual/n54775). Following the latter, in 
my paper I will refer to them as Lectorate.         
3 The others being the Ministry of Culture [Művelődésügyi Minisztérium] 
itself, the Art Fund of the Hungarian People’s Republic [Magyar 
Népköztársaság Művészeti Alapja], and the Association of Hungarian 
Artists [Magyar Képző- és Iparművészek Szövetsége]. More on their 
operation: Perczel 2018, 59-62.    

https://en.mng.hu/professional-services/
http://cultural-opposition.eu/registry/?uri=http://%20courage.btk.mta.hu/courage/individual/n54775
http://cultural-opposition.eu/registry/?uri=http://%20courage.btk.mta.hu/courage/individual/n54775
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main responsibilities of the authority was 
controlling the content and list of artists of all art 
exhibitions (organized in the country, but also the 
ones travelling internationally) as well as jurying 
all visual and applied art competitions. Prior to 
establishing this organization, these 
responsibilities belonged to the Art Fund of the 
People’s Republic (between 1956–1962), which 
later operated as the central employer of all 
Hungarian (official) artists, providing them social 
benefits and pensions. 

The monumental public art pieces this paper 
is concerned with are generally difficult to define 
and classify, as they are not necessarily just 
murals. An article compiled by the Lechner 
Knowledge Center from 2017, focusing on the built 
heritage of the post-war era of Hungary uses the 
very broad terms “artefacts completing 
architecture” and “artworks of attendant art” 
(Riedel, Mészáros & Üveges 2017, 86). These 
categories include both, artworks that are 
structurally integral with the building: reliefs, 
murals (frescos, seccos, sgraffitos), wall mosaics, 
stained glass windows, as well as artworks that 
are specifically designed for a building but not 
structurally integral with it: sculptures on the 
façade and inside the building, pannos (large 
panel paintings), and tapestries. On the other 
hand, this group of works are often (particularly 
in regional comparisons) referred simply to as 
“monumental socialist public works”, including 
the free-standing, public monuments, sculptures 
too in the category. In the Hungarian context 
however, the issue of soviet-era monuments, 
sculptures is seen more as a separate – albeit 
often heated – topic. Especially in Budapest, 
where many socialist public sculptures were 
relocated after 1989-90 to a theme statue park 
called Memento Park located in an outer district 
of the city,4 while other monuments remained at 
their original location generating constant public 
debate on the role of monuments in the politics 
of public memory.5 My examination will therefore 
not focus on public monuments and sculptures, I 
will however keep using the term “monumental 
(socialist) public art”, not only for the sake of 
simplicity, but because both monumentality and 
publicity are important factors to consider when 
it comes to discussing these types of artworks. 
They were specifically designed for public 

 
 

4 https://www.mementopark.hu/en/home/  
5 More on this topic: Erőss 2016, 237-254. 

buildings (universities and school buildings, party 
headquarters, houses of culture, conference 
halls, hotels, libraries, embassies, etc.), and 
imagined to be impressive, large-scale pieces 
that could decorate the given space while at the 
same time mediate, communicate the desired 
message through their aesthetic qualities. These 
messages were not independent from the 
contemporary political interests, however, over 
time they became more and more subtle and, in 
line with the architecture of the buildings 
themselves, more and more modern. In the 1950s 
for example, their purpose as carrier of a message 
to the public were similar to the purpose of 
religious murals and stained-glass windows 
throughout the history of Christian art, only with 
a very different message (and to a very different 
type of public). Later, they were rather seen as 
part of a modern interior, a 1985 catalogue on 
tapestries from the period described them as 
follows: “As a result of competitions and 
assignments there are now wall-hangings all over 
the country, decorating buildings, conference 
halls, universities, hotels, embassies, etc., 
dressing the metal, glass, and concrete 
surroundings of our public life with the warm 
colours of the woollen thread. Traditional 
methods and thousand-year-old techniques can 
carry a modern message.” (Pálosi 1985, 13) As this 
example also shows, the different genres of 
monumental socialist public art were, and are 
often discussed in separate, genre-focused 
studies and exhibitions.6  

These different monumental public works all 
vary in dimensions and require different level of 
technical preparedness and knowledge of the 
artist. What connects them in this period are most 
of all the circumstances of how, by whom and to 
whom they were commissioned. From the mid-
1950s the so-called “two thousandths decree” 
determined that from two to five thousandths of 
the budget of every state building project had to 
be spent on ordering decorative artworks for the 
building. As the above-mentioned catalogue 
described the process: “In 1964 the Jury of Fine 
and Applied Arts replaced the Fine Arts Fund as 
the centrally organized patron of arts. Among 
others, this body pays attention to building 
activities all over the country. Through its special 
commissions composed of architects, artists, and 

6 Exhibition entitled Hungarian Gobelin 1945-1985. Budapest, Palace of 
Exhibitions, 16 October – 1 December 1985. (The exhibition is organized, 
and the catalogue edited by Mimi Kratochwill.)  

https://www.mementopark.hu/en/home/
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art-historians, the Jury has surveyed those 
buildings which seemed to need and to be able to 
house works of art.” (Pálosi 1985, 13) The works 
were commissioned by the Lectorate through 
both open calls and invitation only competitions, 
and the competing artists received an honorary 
fee for each plan they have prepared, even those 
who have not won the competition at the end. 
Naturally, the winning artist received another 
(bigger) sum for the final plans, but in most of the 
cases, they were not responsible for 
manufacturing the actual piece. Especially 
because oftentimes the competing artists – 
predominantly painters and graphic artists – were 
not specialized in creating large-scale pieces, did 
not have the necessary technical skills, 
equipment, and studio space to perform a job of 
this size. Of course, there were sculptors and 
trained artists of various fields of applied arts 
who were prepared to such jobs, but in most of 
the cases the final artworks were produced, 
carried out in specific (state-run) workshops. 
Thanks to this financial mechanism, these 
monumental commissions were among the best 
paying jobs an artist could get in the period. 
Those who never or rarely won these 
competitions often felt left out and undervalued 
by the system. Fortunately, Gyula Hincz did not 
belong to this latter group. He was frequently 
invited to the competitions, and selected to make 
the final designs, it even occurred, that he was the 
one who declined an offer, due to his busy 
exhibition and teaching schedule. 

Even though these monumental 
commissions were considered as high-profile 
opportunities to the selected artists and the final 
pieces were celebrated – being traditional in 
technique, modern in form, and socialist in spirit 
– and regularly discussed by both the press and 
the general public at the time, after 1989–90 their 
story started to change rapidly. From a 
museological, art-historical perspective today 
they exist in the grey zone of cultural heritage, 
their protection is not defined by any clear law or 
regulation, which can lead to complicated legal 
matters when a building is renovated, rebuilt, or 
demolished. They are rarely considered as 
autonomous artwork, being “stuck” with the 
architectural environment they were originally 

 
 

7 One of the most popular is the Modernism Budapest group 
(https://www.facebook.com/modernism.budapest/) that is a 
community of brutalist architecture lovers who, among other activities, 
often arrange thematic city walks in Budapest.  

designed for. Not even those that would be 
relatively easy to remove and relocate (e.g., 
tapestries and pannos). As the tapestry catalogue 
from 1985 puts it: “Tapestry belongs to a certain 
building, to a certain wall and is given constant 
publicity. As far as its technique goes, it is the only 
form of art of its kind which can be moved if an 
exhibition requires it, thus giving opportunity for 
illustrating art-patronizing activities in forms of 
exhibitions.” (Pálosi 1985, 6) As products, 
mementos of a bygone era and (political) 
ideology, these works were clearly not in focus 
after the political regime change, they rarely 
became part of museum collections, and if so, 
they mostly ended up forgotten in storage. 

So who is interested in them nowadays? The 
afterlife of socialist heritage in Eastern Europe 
shows quite a few regional similarities. “While 
numerous material signs of the communist 
regimes were hastily removed immediately after 
1989, others were abandoned and have been 
recently rediscovered or resignified by various 
cultural agents.” (Preda 2020, 401) In Hungary, the 
monumental public works were first rediscovered 
by non-academic architecture enthusiasts, who 
are interested in, and susceptible to public art 
and preserving the fading memories of state 
socialism. So, while certain statues were 
relocated in the 1990s to the already mentioned 
Memento Park (that primarily operates as a 
tourist attraction these days), thematic city walks 
(for locals and tourists as well) focusing on the 
built heritage of the period gained unexpected 
popularity in the past few years.7 Parallel to the 
growing interest of local activists, scholarly 
research towards socialist modernist architecture 
also started to take shape. In Hungary, the 
Architectural Collection of Kiscelli Museum (that 
is part of the Budapest History Museum) started a 
photo-based documentation projects called 
Virtual Archiving8, which focuses on public 
buildings of Budapest erected in this period that 
will (possibly) be demolished soon. A similar, 
regional project is the Socialist Modernism 
initiative9, designed by the Bureau for Art and 
Urban Research in Romania, which again, puts its 
focus on the protection of and research on built 
heritage, while also creating an open-access, 
online database. 

8 http://kiscellimuzeum.hu/virtualis_leletmentes  
9 http://socialistmodernism.com/  

https://www.facebook.com/modernism.budapest/
http://kiscellimuzeum.hu/virtualis_leletmentes
http://socialistmodernism.com/
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When it comes to monumental socialist 
public works there is no international / regional 
database or ongoing research project that would 
solely focus on (the research and the protection 
of) these types of artworks. They do appear as the 
subject of (national) case studies in specific 
textbooks10 and art journals11, or as historical 
references to contemporary art projects12. And 
even more often simply as a photo collection of 
the remains of great socialist murals.13 In the 
Hungarian context however, there is an online 
community and collectively built database called 
köztérkép that collects, documents, and 
somewhat subjectively describes public art 
pieces, which activity makes the website a useful 
starting point for any academic research on these 
works.14 The archival material of the Lectorate 
from the years of 1963–2014 is kept today at the 
Archive and Documentation Centre of the 
Museum of Fine Arts – Central European Research 
Institute for Art History, including (most of) the 
original documentations of the monumental 
public works that were commissioned in the 
Kádár era. These however are mostly written 
material (records about the jury process, 
contracts, financial accounts, letters), with some 
black and white photographs of certain plans and 
final works. The original plans were not 
systematically saved and collected unfortunately; 
many of them are unknown today, while some 
ended up in public and private collections. 

The murals, stained glass windows and 
tapestries Hincz designed in the period for 
schools, universities, houses of culture, party 
buildings and hotels – those that survived the 
past decades15 – are scattered around in various 
Hungarian cities, including but not limited to 

 
 

10 For example Moskalewicz, Magdalena, “Who doesn’t like Aleksander 
Kobzdej?: A state artist’s career in the People’s Republic of Poland.” In 
The Oxford Handbook of Communist Visual Cultures, edited by Aga 
Skrodzka, Xiaoning Lu, and Katarzyna Marciniak, 197-223, Oxford 
University Press, 2020.  
11 For example, Moskalewicz, Magdalena, 2020. “Rethinking Socialist 
Realism.” Art in America 108 (6): 72-77.  
12 As for instance the German Walter Womacka’s (1925-2010) mosaic 
frieze entitled Unser Leben (1964), wrapping around the façade of the 
Haus des Lehrers at the Alexanderplatz in Berlin, showing various 
occupations and aspects of life in the GDR, that was re-interpreted from 
a contemporary perspective by Tyrz Kongo in 2015. Or the Estonian Evald 
Okas’ (1915-2011) mural entitled Friendship of Nations (1987), located at 
the summer hall in the Estonian History Museum, in Maarjamäe Palace, 
Tallin, that is in the center of Kristina Norman’s lecture performance / 
video work entitled Festive spaces from 2016, focusing on the creation 
of ideological spaces and the way they are deployed in various contexts.    
13 For example the collection by a Hungarian journalist Miklós Vincze 
entitled The Melancholy, Crumbling Remains of Great Socialist Murals on 

Budapest. As in his various other activities, he was 
the most productive in this field during the 1960s. 
He was teaching and working as a rector at the 
Academy of Applied Arts in Budapest until 1963, 
while he was very active and successful as graphic 
artist, as well as book illustrator. He was widely 
exhibited in and outside of Hungary, and in 1970 
he represented Hungary with sculptor József 
Somogyi at the 35th Venice Biennale with a big, 
monographic exhibition. The catalogue of the 
exhibition describes him as follows: “The art of 
Gyula Hincz cannot be fitted neither into the 
category of painting, sculpture, graphics, nor into 
the range of traditional applied arts as he works 
in all these genres. His production is 
characterized by an even standard. In his oeuvre 
an actual complex artist-individual asks and 
demands expression with an unflagging 
dynamism from murals to panel paintings, from 
illuminations to mosaics and tapestries and to 
statues full of problems, and in these variegated 
contents expressed through an ever-increasing 
number of forms.” (Vayer 1970, 5-6) In the 
Hungarian pavilion, he exhibited a great number 
of paintings, graphics, statues and three large-
scale tapestries: Science (210 x 755 cm), owned by 
the Kossuth Lajos University of Sciences, 
Debrecen, Harmony (290 x 460 cm), owned by the 
Fészek Artists’ Club, Budapest, and Sun-Rays (100 
x 300 cm), owned by the Ministry of Culture. 

The tapestry entitled Harmony was 
commissioned in 1964 for the saloon of the Fészek 
Artists’ Club, located in inner-Budapest.16 Hincz 
got the commission in March 1964, while the final 
work was revealed at the club in March 1968. The 
piece was manufactured by the official Tapestry 
Workshop of the (State) Company of Applied Arts 

gizmodo: https://io9.gizmodo.com/the-melancholy-crumbling-remains 
-of-great-socialist-mu-1570875662  
14 https://www.kozterkep.hu/  
15 He designed more than 20 monumental public pieces, however, his 
seccos and sgraffitos (designed from the mid-1950s to the early 1960s) 
all got demolished since. He designed few mosaics, these can still be 
found at their original locations, so as one of his limestone murals. 
Another limestone mural of his is known to have been relocated to a 
private property. He designed two monumental stained-glass windows, 
one of which will be removed from its original location in 2021, because 
of the impending demolition of the building. He designed tapestries the 
most, these, for the most part, ended up in museums and private 
collections (so as his large pannos), while some are missing.      
16 The name of the club is a mosaic word, F.É.S.Z.E.K. = Festőművészek, 
Építőművészek, Szobrászok, Zenészek, Énekesek, Komédiások [painters, 
architects, sculptors, musicians, singers, comedians]. Fészek also means 
(bird’s) nest in Hungarian, referring symbolically to the club as a nest, a 
home for all artists. The club was established in 1901 and still operates 
to this day.   

https://io9.gizmodo.com/the-melancholy-crumbling-remains%20-of-great-socialist-mu-1570875662
https://io9.gizmodo.com/the-melancholy-crumbling-remains%20-of-great-socialist-mu-1570875662
https://www.kozterkep.hu/
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sometime between 1966 and 1968.17 It was on view 
in Venice between June and October 1970, but 
ever since it got home from Italy, it has been on 
the wall of the club.18 The final composition, 
which sometimes referred to as Family, actually 
depicts a musician (a cellist) on the left and a 
mother with child couple on the right, sitting in 
front of a nonfigurative background. Hincz 
originally designed a more elaborate 
composition,19 including more figures and 
tumultuous details that would symbolize the 
polyphony of the different forms of art, in line 
with the mission of the club itself. Eventually the 
jury committee decided to go with a more 
moderate composition, which, according to the 
contemporary critique, was still full of harsh, 
lively colours and dynamic, playful forms. The 
colors have faded in the past 50 years, but the 
composition can still be observed today. Both the 
figure of the musician, and the mother-child 
couple are recurrent motifs in Hincz’s art, 
especially the latter. As a symbol of a new life, he 
often uses them in different scenarios, in a 
context of a family (in which case the figure of the 
musician is replaced with a father), or as a 
reminder of constant development in our ever-
changing world. He uses the same mother and 
child couple on the tapestry entitled Science he 
designed just a few years earlier for the University 
of Debrecen. As the university’s focus was on 
agricultural science Hincz used various motifs 
that can be connected with agriculture as well as 
the development of science (a DNA spiral, a 
symbol of an atom, a figure holding wheat ears, 
another figure holding a lamb, or a scientist 
holding a thermometer or a test tube). According 
to Sándor Hornyik the work should be interpreted 
as a representation of the cosmic beauty of 
education: “(…) Hincz did not employ a single 
style for his entire oeuvre; he switched from one 
to the next in response to the political and 
intellectual expectations of each successive 
period from neo-classicism through post-
expressionism to a Picasso-inspired post-cubism, 

 
 

17 It is difficult to conclusively date these types of works, as the whole 
process could easily take years, from the first competition and first 
plans to the inauguration of the final, finished work. Therefore, I find it 
misleading when a catalogue or text only mentions one year. In the case 
of this particular work for example, the 35th Venice Biennale catalogue 
marks the date 1966, which according to my research could easily be the 
year when the workshop started to work on the tapestry, but the final 
piece was only finished in 1968.   
18 According to Tibor Galambos, who has been the manager of the club 
since 1970 the tapestry has never been taken down, not even as a loan 
for any thematic exhibition.  

which he could also successfully adapt to the 
discourse of socialist realism during the process 
of aesthetic modernization. A characteristic 
example of the move is the enormous tapestry in 
the Debreceni Egyetem (University of Debrecen), 
placed in one of the largest public spaces of the 
university and representing the cosmic beauty of 
education as a modern socialist spectacle. 
Science, representing the allegorical triumph of 
science in a public space, expresses itself in a 
monumental realist style like Barcsay’s, but it has 
closer intellectual affinities with biomorphic 
modernism and its organic associations that with 
the technophilia of constructivism.” (Hornyik 
2018, 117)  

Both tapestries – Science and Harmony – 
were designed for specific institutions, and both 
were exhibited at the 35th Venice Biennale. In 
2018, the Kiscelli Museum – Municipal Gallery and 
tranzit.hu organized a research-based exhibition 
entitled 1971 – Parallel Nonsychronism that 
focused on the parallel tendencies of art in state 
socialist Hungary, during the Kádár era, more 
specifically between 1968 and 1973.20 The 
exhibition examined the complex relationship of 
two defining generations of artists working 
simultaneously in Hungary, having different, 
sometimes intertwined relationship with the 
state apparatus. One of the case studies were 
introducing the spaces and figures of official art 
of the period, focusing on the artists that 
represented Hungary at the 35th and 36th Venice 
Biennales, namely Gyula Hincz, József Somogyi 
and Endre Domanovszky. As it is customary to this 
day in Hungary, the Venice show was presented to 
the Hungarian public as well, Hincz, Somogyi and 
Domanovszky all had large-scale exhibitions at 
the Budapest History Museum in 1971. At the same 
time, 1971 marks the date when art historian 
László Beke made a call for participation to young 
artists, in which he requested works realized in A4 
sheets of paper for an exhibition that would only 
be realized in thought but be accurately 
documented. The project and later exhibition 

19 Three preliminary versions were published later in an art magazine: 
Schenk, Lea 1979. Figuratív + nonfiguratív. Szintéziskeresés három 
műben. [Figurative + nonfigurative. Search for synthesis in three works.], 
Művészet 20 (3): 18-23.  
20 1971 Parallel Nonsychronism, 13 October 2018 – 24 March 2019, 
Budapest History Museum, Kiscelli Museum – Municipal Gallery, 
Budapest. Curated by Dóra Hegyi, Zsuzsa László, Zsóka Leposa, Enikő 
Róka, László Százados. The English catalogue and reader of the 
exhibition will be published in 2022. 
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entitled Imagination is known as the first 
conceptual project in Hungarian art history.21 The 
original idea of the 1971 – Parallel Nonsychronism 
exhibition was to show works connected to both 
case studies, including tapestries Hincz exhibited 
in Venice. Interestingly however, neither the 
University of Debrecen, nor the Fészek Club 
agreed to take down and loan their tapestry for 
the temporary exhibition, not even after being 
offered that the works would be professionally 
restored and cleaned on the occasion. Unlike 
many other artists’ plans for monumental public 
works, most of Hincz’s plans were saved (by the 
artist himself) and kept today in a museum, in 
Vác, where a great portion of Hincz’s oeuvre is 
held since 1990.22 Thus, instead of the original 
tapestry, the 1971 – Parallel Nonsychronism 
exhibition could show one of the final, coloured, 
1:1 scale plans of Science, providing a unique look 
into the process of creating a monumental work.  

Around the same time, a photoshoot for a 
contemporary womenswear company, 
TOMCSANYI took place at the retro-looking 
saloon of the Fészek Club, for their 2018 fall / 
winter line. According to the website of the 
company, their design is generally inspired by 
socialist modernist aesthetic, in their own words: 
“Growing up in post-socialist Hungary, founder & 
designer Dori Tomcsanyi draws inspiration from 
something characteristically Eastern European. 
That retrospective aesthetics is strongly mixed 
with high-end fashion and top-notch 
minimalism.”23 The saloon of the club has greyish 
carpets on the floor, brownish-orange 70s style 
armchairs, thick, velvety drapes in front of the 
windows, and of course, a faded, woven tapestry 
– Hincz’s Harmony – on the feature wall. The room 
can be rented for events, exhibitions, and 
photoshoots, which is considered an important 
source of income for the institution. The tapestry, 
with its faded colors fits perfectly to the now 
retro-looking interior that, for the generation 
grown up in post-socialist Eastern Europe, means 
something different, than for those, willing to 
erase even the slightest memory of the socialist 

 
 

21 The documentation of the Imagination project got published in a book 
format is 2014: Imagination/Idea. The Beginning of Hungarian 
Conceptual Art. The László Beke Collection, 1971, edited by Dóra Hegyi, 
Zsuzsa László, and Eszter Szakács, Zurich: JRP|Ringier, 2014. 
22 The museum is called Tragor Ignác Museum, where until recently a 
permanent exhibition showed a selection of Hincz’s works. The story of 
this collection is quite complex and far-reaching, so as the reasons for 
(temporarily) closing the exhibition, therefore I cannot include it in this 
paper.  

past. For the time it was commissioned the 
tapestry seemed as a Western-inspired (but still 
socialist) modern artwork, then, for the 
generation who took active part in changing the 
old regime in 1989 it was considered as something 
that should be forgotten, only to turn something 
new again by the 30th anniversary of the regime 
change, a design element of a retro interior. And 
being that, an aesthetic object, the work becomes 
– to quote Caterina Preda – “a decommunized, 
depoliticized version of socialist art.” (Preda 2020, 
402) In her recent article Preda argues that “these 
monuments are no longer seen as an expression 
of the former communist regimes, but as pure 
aesthetic objects that are not defined by the 
political context in which they were created.” 
(Preda 2020, 402) While I agree with her argument, 
especially when looking at the case of Hincz’s 
Harmony, I do feel that the process of 
depoliticization comes at a cost. By neglecting, or 
even – intentionally or unintentionally – erasing 
the immediate (political, social) conditions of 
artistic production the artwork becomes an 
empty combination of form and style. My 
intention is therefore not only to point out how 
the reception of monumental works have 
changed over time, but also to analyze the 
possible reasons and social, political factors of 
these changes and their impact on how (art) 
history is written at different periods of time. 
When Harmony was not allowed to be included in 
an exhibition – that analyzed, among others, the 
role of Hincz in his own time, while also re-
included him in the narrative that previously 
neglected his generation on a political basis –, 
but was utilized as a prop in a photoshoot, the 
artwork, instead of being seen as an important 
and still existing artefact of a contested period, 
has become a commercial product, a 
commodity.24 

Similarly to those works of Hincz that 
appeared few years ago in (the background of) a 
Hollywood production, a Francis Lawrence spy 
movie from 2018 entitled Red Sparrow that is 
partially set – and therefore was shot – in 

23 https://tomcsanyi.eu/pages/about  
24 Interestingly, the so-called “Tapestry room” of the club was originally 
planned to be used as one of the locations of the exhibition 
Transperiphery Movement. Global Eastern Europe and Global South 
(https://transperiphery.com/) curated by Eszter Szakács and Zoltán 
Ginelli in May 2021 (as part of the OFF-Biennale Budapest 2021), however, 
the room was eventually taken out of the final program.   

https://tomcsanyi.eu/pages/about
https://transperiphery.com/
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Hungary. Two monumental public works of his 
can be spotted in the movie; the first is an earlier 
mosaic from the 1950s entitled Celebration, the 
other is his last, and also largest monumental 
piece, a 7 x 21 m big stained-glass window from 
the early 1980s entitled Science - microworld. The 
mosaic was designed for the entrance hall of the 
House of Culture in Várpalota – that was originally 
connected to the Inota Thermal Power Plant 
complex (built in 1950-54, operated until 2001) – 
in the second half of the 1950s, depicting a group 
of people (celebrating, walking, playing, and 
listening to music) in a socialist realist manner. 
The building has rich decorations, mostly from 
the 1950s, on the other side of the same entrance 
hall for example, another mosaic composition 
was placed (Géza Fónyi’s Apple harvest). Today 
the building is used as a Retro Theater with its 
modernist auditorium that is quite unique in the 
country. In the movie however, the building is 
located in Russia and introduced shortly as a 
training school for the Russian intelligence 
service. (The school in the movie was in fact a 
mixture of two existing buildings, the interior 
scenes were shot at the House of Culture in 
Várpalota, while external ones at the Festetics 
Palace in Dég). It often occurs that in Hollywood 
productions Hungarian locations appear as – 
contemporary or soviet era – Russian ones, as it 
happens in this movie as well. It is interesting to 
point out however, that even when the story is set 
in our present time, the locations are usually 
shown as very dark, dull, semi-abandoned soviet 
style places. The scene where the Hincz mosaic 
can be seen is a quite depressing and heavy scene 
of training the secret service agents. The other 
work of Hincz appears at a later point in the movie 
that is set in Budapest, where the two main 
characters meet at a big conference-like event. 
The location here is unnamed, but in the 
background of a very bright and impressive hall 
Hincz’s largest stained-glass window can be seen. 
The 147m², nonfigurative glass window is located 
in the entrance hall of the Theoretical Building of 
the Semmelweis University in Budapest (SOTE in 
short), which is a university of Medicine and 
Health Sciences. Hincz got the commission for the 
large window in 1978 (after a few rounds of 
unsuccessful competitions) and the final work 
was revealed in 1982.  

It was his second window design, the first 
one entitled Technology and Science was made 
for the so-called V2 building of the Electrical 
Engineering Faculty of the Budapest University of 

Technology (BME in short). Hincz was 
commissioned in 1968 and the final 36 m² piece 
was revealed in 1971. It is located at the entrance 
hall of the building, as a representative element, 
facing the entrance. However, unlike in the case 
of the SOTE window, the composition here is cut 
in half by a pillar that stands just a few meters 
from the window, right in the middle of the hall. 
Still, as his first window design, it was celebrated 
and often discussed by the contemporary press, 
describing it as an important step towards a 
monumental nonfigurative language. “The 
experimentations of Gyula Hincz in the past 
twenty years contain more and more elements 
that point in the direction of monumental 
decoration, making the inner need for gradually 
getting from the small-sized panel painting to the 
wall, to the wall-related genres, artworks, in order 
to be able to express his artistic message, and 
demonstrate the pertinence of his 
experimentations through large-sized, clearly 
defined, fixed pieces, that meet a collective 
demand while speaking in a contemporary 
language.” (Horváth 1974, 17) The artist himself 
considered this work an important and 
challenging job, as he later put it in a television 
interview in 1976: “The task here was, on the one 
hand to make the glass window decorating the 
front wall of the hall blend in with the 
architectural features, while the other objective, 
the more important one, was connected to the 
content: trying to illustrate – through the means 
of art – the magnificent work of science that is 
connected to technology and building peace, that 
is woven into our lives, and that has to make the 
life of humanity even more beautiful.” The 3.6 m 
tall and 10 m wide, coloured window consists of 
16 panels of the same size. The composition was 
planned to be decorated, completed with further 
metal relief-like elements, but this additional 
part was never realized due to financial reasons. 
As its title suggests, the piece is symbolically 
connected to the technical sciences, it combines 
figurative elements (various groups of men, a 
scientist figure with a drawing compass in his 
hand, a bird, etc.) with pulsating, swirling abstract 
forms and motifs. The move towards large-scale, 
nonfigurative compositions that can be traced 
here is not specific to this particular piece, rather 
it fits into a more consciously planned process. As 
Sándor Hornyik puts it is his 2018 text: “How 
systematically the official aesthetic credo was 
modernized is demonstrated well by the parallel 
developments found in Barcsay’s and Hincz’s 
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work in the late 1960s: Hincz also shifts to abstract 
compositions in public space, such as the 
enormous, completely nonfigurative mosaic in 
the lobby of Budapest Kertészeti Egyetem 
(Budapest Horticultural University), which brings 
the scientific technological optimism of smaller 
abstract geometric graphic works on cosmic 
themes (a combination of atomic and 
astronomical structure) to a monumental scale.” 
(Hornyik 2018, 118) 

The V2 building of the Budapest University of 
Technology has not been used since 2012; it was 
left abandoned until 2020, when its demolition 
was officially announced, however this process 
has not yet started. In the popular (online) media 
the building is often ranked as one of the ugliest 
buildings of Budapest,25 and as such, no one 
really protests its demolition, while Hincz’s 
stained glass window is still appreciated to this 
day (mostly due to its unique and rare nature). As 
journalist Miklós Vincze – who, unlike others, 
thoroughly researched the history of the building 
and pointed out its historical importance – 
mentions in his article published on a Hungarian 
online site, Hincz’s Technology and Science 
should be a protected artwork and as such will be 
saved before the demolition.26 Unfortunately, the 
matter is not this simple. The protection of 
cultural heritage and cultural goods is a tricky 
territory in Hungary these days. Between 2001-
2012 the Cultural Heritage Protection Office, later 
– until the end of 2016 – the Gyula Forster 
National Centre for Cultural Heritage 
Management was responsible for the legal 
protection of (and academic research on) built 
heritage, cultural goods, archaeological and 
world heritage sites. After the termination of the 
institution a new department of the Cabinet 
Office of the Prime Minister was established, the 
Inspectorate of Cultural Goods, which is now 

responsible for declaring artworks protected 
(while other responsibilities belong to other 
institutions). Technology and Science was not a 
protected artwork until 2021, the legal process 
only begun in late 2020. Luckily, this does not 
mean that the window would not be saved. 
According to the current plans, before the 
wrecking ball arrives to the building the window 
is going to be professionally removed, and after a 
thorough cleaning and some minor restorations it 
will be relocated to one of the other buildings of 
the university. Thanks to the university and the 
Faculty of Electrical Engineering itself, who not 
only recognized the value of Hincz’s work and the 
fact that this piece was specifically designed for 
them, but – with the help of non-academic 
architecture and art enthusiasts again – even shot 
a farewell / homage video about the building and 
its rich history. 

The story of the BME window is a relatively 
successful one, even though there is no telling 
when the window will be renovated exactly, and 
will eventually be revealed in a new location, but 
at least it is saved. In the meantime, its 1:1 scale 
(black and white) plans – that, for some unknown 
reason never made it back to the artist’s studio – 
started to reappear on the art market and being 
sold at the same price point as Hincz’s paintings 
from the 1970s. There is a double standard in 
operation regarding these monumental socialist 
public works. On the one hand, they are 
considered as spectacular, colourful pieces that 
fit into certain visual interpretations (that results 
in using them props for photo shoots or movies); 
while on the other hand, they are seen as means 
of ideological propaganda, simply addendums to 
the original architectural plans, and as such, they 
could neither become part of the academic 
discourse developed after 1989, nor could they 
ever truly be depoliticized.  
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