Csaba Kis Róka 1981
Narrow-mindednes leads to disillusion – painting creates freedom
As an ardent collector I am always on the alert for what is happening in the art world and
in my case I am on the look-out for specific young and new talent with a contemporary
view of what is going on in society. Art need not be easy. I prefer difficult, challenging
paintings, not a nice one over the sofa. In the end all paintings become aesthetic or they
are already aesthetic without being recognized as such yet. There is a big difference
between reading a book in which terrible things happen or being confronted with them in
a painting. Pictures have a much sharper impact than words. You can put a book back in
the bookcase but a painting confronts you every day again. Which is good.
The other day I thought I had discovered an interesting English painter. In the end he
was too expensive for me. For me it is important that I can mean something for an artist,
can monitor his development, but price also plays a part – provided it remains
interesting. I always have discussions with an artist, I want to know all the ins and outs
and will keep prying to find out as much as possible. I will never force something upon
him but will ask critical questions, in fact I am painting along with the artist. By the way,
without an onlooker a work of art does not exist. I complete the work of art. A good
work of art is never completely finished, every new generation will read and re-interpret
it again.
So the English artist was out. I showed some pictures to Aaron, who thought they were
not bad but that he had seen pictures of an other artist who he thought was quite
interesting. Mostly an artist likes those works of art that resemble his own, even if they
are very different. Our ideas do not always run parallel but you do take a serious look. I
was shocked when I saw these pictures, so much so that I immediately took the plane to
look up the artist. I was picked up by the gallery owner who was late because her car
had broken down. Only a puncture but, to be honest, I would rather have taken a taxi
because I do not know if the car would have passed the MOT test. I am not that adroit at
things but I can manage changing a tyre. The bolts were hard to loosen, they had been
there for years, completely rusted like an ossified system.
We went to the gallery right away. Some small, early and disappointing paintings were
standing against the wall, clumsily painted. I don’t mind clumsiness but not like this way.
By the way, never show paintings on the floor: it makes me very sad. They must hang
‘free’. I immediately wanted to go to his studio somewhere in the outskirts . An old, artdeco-like house where various artists have studios. Due to lack of space the paintings
had been put on the wall overlapping each other. Right away I saw that they were very,
very good. Not for the average citizen, no, miserable and horrible. Some people will
definitely have nightmares about these paintings. They are more horrible than anything
Aaron van Erp has ever painted, but painted with great mastery and really important.
I cannot imagine that we, Dutchmen, would question our identity in an exhibition. After
all, we are more than “tea and a biscuit “, aren’t we? By the way, how many real
Dutchmen are left? Haven’t we mixed with many originally different nationalities in the
course of the ages? Generally speaking the Dutch are open-minded and not afraid of
losing our cloudlike- ethereal identity – with the exception of Wilders.
For the Hungarians this issue is apparently hard to stomach. This is understandable,
possibly also due to the long Russian oppression which had determined everyday life in
Hungary since 1945 and which ended in 1989 to finally become a thing of the past in
1991 when the Soviet Union disintegrated.
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The elderly among us will remember the failed 1956 revolt and the many Hungarians that
were received in the Netherlands at that time. Kortárs Válaszok, in his article in ‘Paprika
Town’ about the exhibition ‘What’s Hungarian’ in the Mücsarnok , ends with the possibly
right remark that Hungary is a mixture of the past, the present situation and an
indefinite future which remains a defiant yet proud mystery to most. (1)
In order to understand the paintings of Csaba Kis Róka one needs to know about the
history of the Hungarians.
Past
In 1301 the last king of the Hungarian Arpad dynasty died. The conquests by the Habsburg dynasty (15261867) and the Ottoman Empire ( the battle at Mohács 1526) meant a 150-year occupation and split the
country into three parts. A Turkish middle part (with the capital Buda), a kingdom under Habsburg
administration in the north and the west and Transylvania, a Turkish vassal state in the south. In 1683, after
the failed siege of Vienna, Hungary completely fell to the Habsburgs. In the course of time the Hungarians
gained more self-confidence resulting in regular revolts against the Austrians in the 18th and 19th century. 1848
is a critical year. In many countries more or less successful revolts broke out to attain more freedom. The
Hungarian uprising failed but every year on March 15th there is a commemorative ceremony on the Heroes’
Square in Budapest. In 1867 Austria and Hungary reached a compromise making the countries more or less
equal in the dual monarchy of Austria-Hungary (1867-1918). The expansion politics of the superpowers
used the murder of the heir Franz Ferdinand of Austria as a pretext to start World War I.

Twentieth century
After WWI the dual monarchy completely disintegrated. Hungary became an independent state but lost two-thirds of its territory
and three-quarters of its population, which the authoritarian admiral Miklós Horthy tried undo during the interbellum. In 1944
Hungary was occupied by the Germans and liberated by the Russians in 1945, who immediately became the new rulers – the
Stalinist era and new oppression followed. In 1956 the Hungarians revolted and many Hungarians fled to the West. On August
23, 1989 the Iron Curtain fell, resulting in the Republic of Hungary. 1990 saw the first parliamentary elections, in 1990 Hungary
became member of the NATO, leading to accession to the European Union in 2004.(2)

Since 2010 Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz party has been in power. (5) The party was
established in 1989 and was considered liberal for a long time. Gradually Orbán became
a populist and developed into a neo-conservative. Since 2009/2010 the Fidesz party has
had two-thirds of all votes (263 out of 386 seats) which practically means absolute
power. On January 2, 2012, there is a big demonstration against his regime. His party
announces a new media law which limits freedom of the press; independent members
are no longer allowed in media boards, do not receive any money and are monitored. No
attempt is made to create a social basis. An other limitation is the rejection of same-sex
marriages. Tramps and Roma are chased out of town and have to work for very little
money.
On December 6 the website of ‘die Welt’ (3) published a comment by Ádám Fisher, the
famous Hungarian conductor who, as a protest against the controversial media and
culture laws stepped down as general manager of the Hungarian Opera in 2011. The
article quotes an interview with Fekete which was published in the magazine ‘Demokrata’
on November 21. About the Hungarian-Jewish writer György Konrád he says: ”We must
assume that abroad György Konrád is considered to be a Hungarian, no matter what
he says himself”. In the same article Fekete says that artists who criticise the
government and the country from abroad cannot be members of the Art Academy.
In the Franfurter Algemeine (4) Konrád says that the leading figures in Hungarian politics
are provincial, stemming from the village politicians that paid tribute to the communist
regime.
They feel frustrated, are easily offended by any form of criticism and are guided by
feelings of revenge which appeal to blatant nationalist sentiments. The members of
parliament all blindly agree with anything, thus creating a parliamentary dictatorship
which actually makes Hungary, a EU member, oppose the European Union.
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Protests from all corners of society: the financial sector, culture, religion and the constitutional state demand
freedom of speech against the rising power of the Orban administration (Jan. 2012). Second picture: old evil
rising.

The Jobbik Party (AFP) with party leader Gábor Vona is an other right wing Hungarian
Political party. Hungary belongs to the Hungarians. Especially there is hatred towards
Jews and Roma. (5)
MMA or the Hungarian Academy of Visual Arts.
Viktor Orbán’s strong arm has also intervened in the MMA (for all arts) and has appointed
80-year-old György Fekete as its new president. For the first time since its foundation in
1896 the Mücsarnok Kunsthalle loses its independence to the MMA. One body now has
full power over all important museums like Iparmüvészeti (Museum of Applied Arts),the
Szépmüvézeti (Museum of Fine Arts) and the Magyar Nemzeti Galéria (Hungarian
National Gallery). They all fall under the authority of the MMA.
The website of the MMA says, among other things:
“We, Hungarian citizens - writers, artists and scientists by profession –who live in the everyday
life of our country and sense and bear the consequences of government decisions, have read and
heard with increasing indignation the libellous statements made in the world press and media by
certain political circles on the ‘democracy deficit’ in Hungary.” (6)

In the years to come Fekete can determine cultural policy. The MMA has lost its
independence. (9-17) As from 2013 the MMA can completely decide about distributing
subsidies and who and what will be supported financially. Fekete is well-known for his
conservative ideas, which means that no money will be available for free, alternative art.
If you criticise the government as an artist you can forget about having an exhibition.
(see also Paul Rosenmuller and populism in Europe – Hungary 28/11/2011 (7)

Together with Csaba Kis Róka I again visited the wonderful Szépművészeti Múzeum but
now also the ‘Műcsarnok Kunsthalle’, on opposite sides of the Heroes’ Square. I was very
curious about this Kunsthalle because of an exhibition there which is apparently of great
importance to Hungarians, dealing with the question:
What is Hungarian?
Of course I wanted to know everything about that Hungarian identity. In the exhibitions there were
no captions or any form of explanation except in Hungarian, a language I do not master. This could
indicate a limited view not aiming at the outside world but rather a nationalistically tuned attitude.
Later I read some internet articles in ‘Paprika Town’ (the point of view of an Englishman from
Budapest) from a certain Kortárs Válaszok (1) who states, among other things, that the mere
title evokes uncertainty, even doubt, or even angst about the national identity of the Hungarians.
I found the exhibition boring rather than exciting. It had been organised by Gábor Gulyás(9),
managing director of the Múcsamok Kunsthalle – he stepped down because of the enormous
criticism of the exhibition by the government, who had appointed him in the first place. The new
managing director György Fekete called the exhibition a blasphemy against the Hungarian nation.
According to Fekete art must meet three demands:1.a ripe, socially and artistically recognized
oeuvre. 2. Showing interest in public matters. 3. An unambiguous national sentiment. According to
Fekete artists should fully accept the country with its language, including its mistakes and faults –
artists that feel completely at home and do not travel abroad in order to jeer at Hungary (probably
G. Konrád is meant here since he went to live in Berlin). Fekete aims at a five-year salon system
according to his standards. No blasphemy against the reformed and catholic church.
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He is not interested in the idea of democracy as expressed by these artists, which he does not call
democracy because a minority wants to impose its demands on a majority. He calls it antidemocratic, fascistic, communistic: a form of pseudo-liberalism. Fekete must have been terribly
annoyed with for instance the work of János Borso and Lilla Lörinc, a video installation in which the
Hungarian Parliament starts shaking on its foundations and crumbles. (18) János Borso: “Hungary is
an “unchangeable incorrigible country – immovable land”.

Adrián Kupcsik (1969) self-portrait from left to right as a gypsy, Jew and Chinese

Adrián Kupcsik shows us with his self-portraits that differences between people are very
minimal.
If Fekete and his supporters believe in nationalism they will certainly denounce the portraits above by
Adrián Kupcsik as the blasphemy he means. ‘Hungary for the Hungarians ‘, Kupcsik shows the
minimal differences between people in a sublime way. The world will never be a better place if we
stick to self-imposed points of view. That is why it is a good thing there are artists who quite clearly
point this out.
The great Reckoning of Csaba Kis Róka
Csaba was not represented in “What’s Hungarian?”.

Three characteristics can be noticed in Csaba Kis Róka’s paintings. In the first place the
figures and landscapes, in the second place how they have been painted, and third the
content and context in which they are represented.
About content and context Csaba says:
“I never paint the past. That is a misunderstanding. I always paint the present, I live in
the present. The present depends on the past. If you know the past you understand the
present better. I paint communist clothing because these motifs can explain the present.
The present political situation can be compared with communist rule. The living ruins are
still here and interwoven with the people.”
In a certain sense I immediately see affinity with Aaron van Erp. Both artists portray evil
in the world, which can take various forms. In Aaron’s case evil is more elusive than
Csaba’s, which has everything to do with his recent past and present. They do not only
rip open the figures in the paintings but also the onlooker who has to deal with it. The
recurring history in the Hungarian present is exposed in a horrible way. Must these works
be shown, can you do this to people? Yes, definitely yes, you are obliged to do so.
Paintings should not only give people pleasure, a pleasant picture over the sofa.
In order to heal real wounds they must be brought up in all fields, also the arts. Not until
these great shocks are over will they be considered beautiful and aesthetic, like a
dessert, yes thanks to the horror it radiates.
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Style of painting
Csaba’s style of painting looks very classical – transitions of colour ranges – mixed layers
of brown fading into other layers – no abrupt separate colours – no, in musical terms,
atonal colours. When asked Csaba told me that he wants to go back to and restore the
relation with painters from the past like Titian(1477-1576), Tintoretto(1518-1594) El
Greco(1541-1614), Velasquez( 1599-1660), Goya(1746-1828), Rembrandt(1606-1669),
Fuseli (1741-1825), Millet(1814-1875) and the Hungarian painter László
Mednyánszky(1852-1919) whose wonderful works can be admired in the Hungarian
National Gallery.
Csaba first paints a layer of impasto (a thick layer of oil paint straight from the tube) with
warm yellow, ochre and reddish colours. Usually Csaba starts with sketching the motifs
with a somewhat darker colour than the first layer, followed by the main colours.
Regularly the whole composition changes because of the colours. When the first layer is
dry the main colour is applied thinly in the narrow grooves of the impasto: dark brown,
burnt umber (reddish-brown) or ‘van Dyck brown’ . Then colours that stress lightness
and darkness. The final result is a warm glowing blaze which radiates throughout the
painting. Brown is the colour of dying, misery, and rotting corpses: mortality.
Figures and landscapes

The lake, 120 x 100, 2012 / Mednyánszky: horror scene /

studio Csaba, paintings overlapping each other.

‘The Lake’ is such an example. It is inspired by the work of László Mednyánszky who
painted battle fields and landscapes during WWI. Mednyánszky lived in the time of the
dual monarchy of Austria-Hungary (1867-1918) and is also called the painterphilosopher. He was of aristocratic descent, studied at the academy of visual arts in
Munich and the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris (1872-1886), travelled to Vienna, visited
the Szolnok artist’s colony in autumn 1877 and Italy 1878. László Mednyánszky had his
only solo exhibition in Paris at Gallery Georges Petit in 1879. From 1905 to 1911 he lived
in Budapest. In his political writings he opposed the Pan-Serbian occupiers.
Mednyánszky could also lead a secluded life. In 1861 he moved to his grandfather’s
castle in the north-east of Slovakia (Spišská Belá). During WWII many of his works were
destroyed. In his work influences of impressionism, symbolism and art-nouveau can be
seen.

Mednyánszky: Soldiers drawing a gun among the mountains
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Watering place

Csaba Kis Róka : Elastic Love, 95x85, 2012

Less or more, 120x85, 2012

‘Elastic Love’ has been painted full of menace with burnt sienna-like transitions. A nude
pale figure moves against an ominous overcast sky mirroring the barren silhouettes of a
city. The nude figure misses both arms and his right leg is an enormous phallus with
which he powerfully breaks the bare icy ground with every step he takes. The phallus is a
symbol of power, characteristic of so many dictators in a literal and figurative sense, the
feral greed it emanates, the intrinsic uncertainty which is transformed into the
unrestrained penetration of taking possession of thoughts, feelings, other people’s
freedom.
The larger the ego – the bigger the phallus – the more the exertion of power and
oppression of the other. In fact it is a powerless figure walking to his own doom, stripped
of his own humanity, only aimed at destroying everything and everyone. According to
Csaba history has proven that many European countries and people aimed at conquering
and destroying the country’s identity in order to impose their own religion and culture.
‘Less or more’
In this painting we immediately recognise Hitler whose arrogance and pride, like an
Icarus, has caused his downfall, leaving destruction everywhere.
Unfortunately his ideology has not been subdued. It turns up again and again.
Every democracy should be on the alert as we might end up with a disguised emperor’s
new clothes before we know. Csaba is capable of rendering terrible things beautifully.
Olive green blending with grey-white, tinges of red as a complementary colour form
wisps of hair of a soviet-medusa head lying next to Hitler and excremented gore from his
dead favourite dog Blondi. Standing behind Hitler we see a Hungarian villain who thought
to join in on Hitler’s ideas. Bleak rationalism has led to extermination. Csaba’s curious
use of colours makes it an almost romantic scene – which has its drawbacks – both are
full of dangers.
Pride and Prejudice

Pride and Prejudice, 130 x 90, 2011
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If you wished to get ahead in Russian ideology you needed to join the children of
October (6 – 10 years) at an early age, then the Young Pioneers (11-14 years) who were
indoctrinated with Soviet ideology. They all wore the same costume: a white blouse with
a red scarf loosely tied around the neck. After your 14th year you became a member of
the Komsomol. In ‘Pride and Prejudice ‘ we see an example. The young Pioneer does not
know any better, he is blind in one eye, under his left arm he clutches Lenin’s head Lenin founded the Pioneers - in his right hand he holds a plastic bag with glue that
makes you high. The sky has been rendered in a hallucinating way. The dog does not
really bite, it holds the penis carefully between its teeth.

New Deal, 120x90, 2012

Flayed Boy, 125x50, 2012

Titian, Ranuccio Farnese, son of the Duchess of
Parma 1542

‘New Deal’ is in shades of brown-ochre and clearly shows us Lenin with an enormous
penis, with hammer and red scarf as ingredients representing communism. Lenin looks
gloomy angry, top left a bird seems to be tumbling down. It looks as if the farmer
(kulak) is coming out of Lenin’s breast, in any case the kulak and Lenin are intertwined,
the red pioneer scarf is tied to both. Lenin and Stalin were to start an argument about
taking away the farmers’ independence by collectivising their possessions.
“Comrade labourers. Forward to the last, decisive fight” (8) The working class was set
against the farmers who, although a minority, were considered a great threat. Lenin
incited them to wage a ruthless war against the farmers: “Kill them all”. (8)
Under Stalin millions of farmers died. Lenin and Stalin nationalised the land, for the once
independent farmer nothing was left but sniffing glue to enter a different world. The seed
of ‘New Deal’ and ‘The Same Deal’ can take root anywhere again. In today’s Hungary it is
especially minorities like Jews, gypsies and artists that are targeted. “Hungary is for the
Hungarians” parties like Fekete and Jobbik sing in one voice ...we recognize Wilders’ PVV
here.
Flayed Boy ‘ is an interpretation by Csaba after seeing a painting by Titian, but the red
waistcoat of the young man has been transformed into a flayed young man whose arm
ends in a deformed hand‘ with two fingers. In many of Csaba’s paintings hands are
deformed or absent, expressing powerlessness.

It’s no game, 130x90, 2012 Losing Souls, 150x100, 2012
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‘It’s no game’
The man with moustache in ‘It’s no Game’ is completely powerless, without arms, with
only the hammers of the communist party coming out of his chopped off arms,
representing de-humanization. His erect penis, full of deadly seed, flattened against his
swollen belly, has just exploded. It is a symbol of power, launching the figure like a
rocket where it explodes and spits its rottenness on the earth.
‘Losing Souls’
Seeing this picture reminded me immediately of a picture of Franz Josef I of Austria
(1830 – 1916) emperor of Austria and king of Hungary (1848). The hammer refers to his
conservative character and the dog already wears the red communist star. Franz Josef’s
breast and belly are cut open with his intestines coming out. Csaba was here thinking of
the slaughtered ox by Rembrandt who he admires so much. Moreover, it reminds Csaba
of his father being a butcher. Hungarian families kept pigs which they slaughtered during
the winter months. Everything is mortal and perishable, there is only a thin line between
life and death. In spite of the horrible subject the painting is wonderfully done in brown,
ochre, blue and yellow (see p.6 Mednyánsky). The young lad whose tousled hair seems
entangled with the fast moving clouds wears the red scarf of the pioneers and is holding
an enormous phallus. Everything is mixed up in this painting, as if dreamlike events run
through time on ever moving clouds. For myself I feel that the terrible representation
does not bother me: all I see is a painting with a certain atmosphere.
In 2007 Csaba graduated at the ‘Hungarian University of Fine Arts’.
Csaba Kis Róka (1980) lived through the revolution and the stories and has experienced
that old times are poured into new vessels. Tumours of flying Higgs particles which move
shrilly, screechingly without sound at breathtaking speed between the artist’s personal
subconsciousness – consciousness and the collective subconsciousness of a nation to
finally explode on the surface like puffballbatteryhens.
For those who are in power and strive for it there is only this: ONE WAY.
Diversity in Nature

Diversity in Nature, 170x200, 2010

People behave like rats, popping up wherever they can get something, leaving a trail of
destruction. The big phallus-like dictators can be found not only in politics, but also in the
top of the financial world, in health care, in real estate, among teachers, sexual abuse by
clergy, match fixing and doping in sports and bullies driving their victims to suicide.
Exercising power is equal to penetration. Our free will makes us worse than animals.
Anyone can be a danger to himself and others.
The drawings of Csaba Cis Róka.
The drawings of Csaba Cis Róka confuse me. The fine lines on vulnerably thin paper can
sometimes hardly be discerned. And if they are slightly larger then never more than size
A4. Sometimes applied as a very vulnerable water colour in dialogue with pencil. These
drawings contrast so much with the paintings, rich in colour, very much present with
figures tainted by violence. In spite of the presence of violence, also in these drawings
they are more poetic, surreal and more mysterious. They are much harder to interpret.
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I feel like a peeping Tom when I look at them. Man and animal are one, only man is
supposed to know what he is doing. The drawings seem to be intended more for the
artist than for outsiders.
In the ‘Cultural Supplement ‘ of Thursday, February 28, I read an interview by Rinskje
Koelewijn with chief conductor Mariss Jansons in which he told about raising children.
Jansons has got two hobby-horses: religion and art. “From an early age each child must
be fed with both. There is no choice, only necessity. “let it listen to classical music, take
it along to concerts and museums. It will be salty in the beginning, but it will certainly
become sweet. Art does not harm the child.” (19)
These are my own words. And I will add a little extra. Don’t look at works of art with only
a glass of sherry in your hand. It can be something stronger. Music and art heal us.
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