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The Subject and the Main Goals of the Research 
 
László Lakner is one of the key figures of the Hungarian neo-avant-garde. Although there are 
several publications on his art, this PhD thesis is the first attempt to present his oeuvre as a 
whole. The text’s point of departure is a peculiarity of the oeuvre which makes Lakner’s art 
special even in an international context: his oeuvre’s heterogeneity in terms of style and media. 
Lakner doesn’t dedicate himself to any particular style or artistic concept. Rather, he juxtaposes 
radically different styles and media. Lakner’s art can be related to surnaturalism (a peculiar 
form of Surrealism which emerged in Hungary in the late 1950s), pop art, photorealism, 
conceptual art, and art informel. He is realist and abstract at the same time, and he engages with 
the classical traditions of painting while also questioning the relevance of these traditions. His 
art is characterized by the experimental attitude of the avant-garde, which is paired with 
retrospective glances at the traditions of art. This retrospection could be referred to as 
“arrièregarde” (this word occurs in the title of a conceptual work by Lakner as a reference to 
the opposite of the “avant-garde”). The thesis investigates the dynamics of looking backwards 
and forwards and the coexistence of “avant-garde” and “arrièregarde” in Lakner’s artistic 
practice. 
 
The major contention of the thesis is that the different styles that occur in Lakner’s oeuvre 
represent different modes of artistic representation. His polyphonic oeuvre is filled with 
citations and (art) historical references. Lakner often identifies himself with different 
individuals and thus simulates historical and societal situations. The recurring act of changing 
styles can be situated within Lakner’s endless “game” of identifications. Although his oeuvre 
is very heterogeneous in general, painting remains its central medium. Lakner’s art is defined 
by the contrast between the avant-garde critique of painting and his engagement with classical 
painting traditions. Furthermore, in his art, alongside the art historical past, other figures of 
cultural history and the history of literature are evoked. Lakner’s oeuvre can be described as a 
complex network of references. These references can only be investigated if we have an 
overview of the oeuvre as a whole. The thesis attempts to survey and analyze the references 
and citations in his work, and by “reading” these references, it investigates the dynamics of 
painting and non-painting, of past and present. 
 
Research Methods 
 
The thesis is based on fundamental research, which is summarized in the documentation (more 
than 1,000 pages) attached to the thesis. The author processed and systematized approximately 
4,000 artworks and thousands of documents. The research was done in close collaboration with 
the artist. The documentation is dominated by artworks and documents which have never been 
published and which deepen our knowledge not only of Lakner’s work, but also of the 
Hungarian art of the 1960s and 1970s. 
 
The dissertation provides a monographic survey of Lakner’s entire oeuvre. Despite its 
monographic character, it focuses on one aspect of Lakner’s art, namely the role of citations 
and references. It also presents the historical and cultural-political context of his oeuvre. It 
focuses primarily on Lakner’s Hungarian periods, but also offers an overview of his later works, 
which were done in Germany. It is the first work of scholarship in which both major periods of 
Lakner’s oeuvre (the Hungarian and the German phases of his life) are investigated in one 
analysis. 
 
 



 3 

 
The Structure of the Dissertation 
 
The thesis begins with an overview of the history of the scholarship on Lakner and a survey of 
his reception. In the later chapters, the text presents the phases of his career in chronological 
order. 
 
The chapter entitled The Alternatives of Realism presents Lakner’s surnaturalist period and its 
immediate antecedents, i.e. the works which were created between 1956 and 1964. The chapter 
presents the early figurative works. It investigates how Lakner sought alternatives to socialist 
realism in his diploma works and the extent to which we can interpret these works as critiques 
of socialist realism. The chapter analyzes the key works of his surnaturalist period as well, 
especially the painting Seamstresses Listen to Hitler’s Speech (1960). 
 
The section entitled Toward International Pop investigates the works of Lakner which can be 
related to the international trends of pop art, focusing on the period between 1964 and 1969. In 
addition to presenting the major works of this period – News (1964), Rembrandt Studies (1966), 
Metamorphosis (1964-67), Mouth (1969), and others – the chapter analyzes Lakner’s solo 
exhibition, which was opened at the Institute of Cultural Relations in 1969. The author 
introduces Lakner’s sculptural work and his work in the field of graphic design. 
 
The chapter entitled Identity Structures focuses on the works which were created around 1969. 
Through a case study on the work Rope / Identity (1969), the chapter investigates Lakner’s path 
toward conceptual art and describes the relationship between Lakner’s pop-paintings and his 
later conceptual works. 
 
In the chapter entitled The Ways of Conceptual Art, the author presents the works which were 
composed between 1970 and 1974. This phase is characterized by the coexistence of 
(photo)realism and (photo-based and text-based) conceptual works. The chapter presents 
Lakner’s photorealistic painting series Collected Documents, the photo-based conceptual series 
entitled Self-modellings, and other realist works called Real-Structures. In this latter series, 
Lakner depicts different materials and structures (cobblestones, paprika, felt heaps, coffee 
grains, napkins). The works evoke the classical traditions of trompe l’oeil, as do the painting 
series depicting bound and hung books and the paintings that thematize human writing 
(Signatures series). The author investigates Lakner’s experimental films and his series of book 
objects as well. 
 
The next chapter presents Lakner’s “transitive” period after his emigration to West Germany 
(1975–80), especially the works which depict historical documents, mostly manuscripts of 
major protagonists of cultural history (for example: the Schopenhauer series, 1975–76), the 
book-objects entitled Pages Conquered for Painting, and the pictures that paraphrase Marcel 
Duchamp and Leonardo da Vinci. 
 
The chapter entitled Recitations – in Foreign Language focuses on Lakner’s period between 
1980 and 1995. In 1981–82, Lakner spent one year in New York as a resident artist at PS1. The 
title of the chapter refers to one of the main themes of Lakner’s art. After he emigrated to West 
Germany, referentiality became an increasingly prominent feature of his art. Parallel to this, the 
sensitive questions of foreignness became one of the central issues in Lakner’s work, more 
specifically the question of learning a foreign language. The word language can be understood 
here in the literal sense, since Lakner depicts manuscripts and texts and thematizes the 
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foreignness of the Hungarian language in foreign (American and German) contexts. The phrase 
“foreign language” can also be understood as a metaphor and can refer to Lakner’s experience 
of facing “foreign styles” and “foreign societies”. In New York, such experiences became 
definitive themes of his work. He started his series Isa Pur at the time, a work which thematizes 
the earliest known text in Hungarian. Paul Celan also became an important motif in Lakner’s 
art at the time (the Schwarze Milch series). The chapter offers an overview of his series made 
in New York (Isa Pur, Heads and Skulls) and dedicates a separate sub-chapter to the works that 
evoke Paul Celan in the 1980s, also looking out to the Celan paraphrases composed in the 1990s 
and 2000s. 
 
The last chapter, entitled Post-Scriptural Painting, introduces Lakner’s series which were 
started in the early 1990s: the so-called Splinter-paintings (Splitterbilder), the paintings entitled 
Lettre imaginaire, and the works which depict an imaginary Net (a recurring motif in his 
oeuvre). The chapter presents the post-conceptual “letter-paintings” and a series of works in 
which Lakner returned to the medium of photography. In several cases, he even combined 
painting and photography. The thesis briefly presents Lakner’s most recent works, which are 
still evolving. In recent years, self-reflection became more and more central in Lakner’s art. He 
often re-paints and rethinks his earlier works. The surfaces of the paintings become more 
relaxed and expressive – these paintings are remakes, not replicas. Lakner returns to the genre 
of portraiture: in his imaginary portraits, he evokes his own past and the past of art history and 
cultural history. The chapter presents the pieces on which Lakner is working today, and thus 
the dissertation encompasses a time-frame of sixty years. 
 
The Main Findings of the Thesis 
 
This is the first work of scholarship in which the oeuvre of László Lakner – one of the key 
figures of the so-called Iparterv-generation – is presented in its entirety. The thesis includes 
several works and sources which have never been published before. These works and sources 
enable us to rethink Lakner’s oeuvre and many aspects of the Hungarian art of the 1960s and 
1970s. One of these issues would be a rethinking of the relationship between the so-called 
“official” and “alternative,” “promoted” and “prohibited” art, terms which are used as 
commonplaces in the secondary literature. The thesis deepens our knowledge of the ambiguous 
cultural-political position of leftist but “oppositional” artists, who created realist paintings in 
the 1960s and 1970s. The thesis provides new information regarding the role of neo-avant-
garde artists in the field of applied arts, which served as a grey zone of tolerance in the 1960s. 
 
The thesis reflects on more general questions as well. One of these questions is the applicability 
of art historical terms coined in a Western context to the artists of the Eastern bloc. In recent 
years, many exhibitions and research projects have attempted to rethink the art history of the 
Cold War in a global context. The reevaluation of pop art and postwar art has been one of the 
most important outcomes of such international research endeavors of the recent past. The West-
centered narrative, which establishes a hierarchic relationship between centers and peripheries, 
is replaced with a polyphonic and pluralistic mode of narration, which investigates the 
phenomena of cultural transfer and the international flow of styles and information. One crucial 
question would be: to what extent can someone “translate” societal, political, and cultural 
contexts. 
 
Artists who thematize the question of “translation” between styles and local contexts are 
prominent subjects of such research projects. In his art, Lakner addresses questions of mediation 
between languages, societies, styles, references, and historical periods. He investigates his own 
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identity and the identity of painting. In several research projects of the recent past which 
investigate global trends in pop art and photorealism there is a growing interest in Lakner’s 
early works. The first complex survey of Lakner’s oeuvre can provide valuable information not 
only for local research projects, but for international research projects as well. 
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