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The most precious of gifts you can give to any artwork is your undivided attention. And 

if it succeeds in acquiring it, it will try its best to throw you off and lead you where it 

wants to. Focused diversion. Because when you are looking, what you’re really doing is 

filtering, interpreting, searching for meaning. Paraphrasing Frank Stella: what you see 

is what you do not see. 

Steering and controlling the gaze of the beholder is the essence of the reliefs by 

György Jovánovics. The completion of the sculptures depends on discovering and 

realizing the relationships between its elements in the sweeping and penetrating 

movement of our gaze. Jovánovics works with a peculiar method, which carries within 

itself the rhetorical features of his plastics. His plaster mouldings carry the possibility of 

a double spatial meaning. This is the key to the art of György Jovánovics. 

In order to fully comprehend the potentialities and possibilites of the works by 

György Jovánovics we have to consider two major factors of his art. One is the 

historical and cultural local context, in which it was conceived. Unfortunately in this 

paper we are not able to consider this aspect  – although it would be very fruitful. With 

this approach we could discern how the function of the art of Jovánovics differs in 

comparison with other pop artists of the era (both in the West and in the East).  

This also leads us to the other productive way to broach his art. We could call this a 

phenomenological approach  – in the Husserlian meaning of the notion  – which is 

primarily concerned with the perception and recognition of the different elements and 

qualities of the art work, and the beholder's relation to the work of art. The shapes are 

realized during and by the act of beholding, directly 'on' the perceived objects. Broadly 

speaking, phenomenolgy is concerned with the projections of the objects that we can 
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see, and searches for their constituting elements through the variations of how they 

appear to us.1 

In the case of Jovánovics this is crucial: not just the 'how', but the 'where' as well. 

The reliefs of the artist contain information regarding their locus, therefore a deictic 

approach is indispensable. Describing the works of Jovánovics is not adequate in itself, 

one also has to describe its effects. To show something means to emphasize it, but also 

to isolate it. In the case of an object this means that it points to itself, steering the gaze 

and creating a new space of cognition (Boehm, 35). This is ultimately what I aim at 

demonstrating in my paper through the analysis of the relief 99.04.16. by György 

Jovánovics. 

György Jovánovics started his career in the 1960s. He created classical sculptures, 

while breaking with traditions (Beke, 6). He exchanged everything to its lesser 

counterpart: his works are three dimensional, but are composed to be placed as a two 

dimensional work; marble, bronze and wood to plaster; the touch of creation to a 

mechanized process; „he was beyond abstract art, when his contemporaries in 

Hungary where just exploring it.” (Ibid. 6)   

He participated in the first IPARTERV exhibition in 1968, which was the first major 

attempt during the socialist era in Hungary to reconnect with the progressive 

discussions of contemporary art in the West.  He erected a monumental sculpture for 

the Seoul Olympics in 1988, represented Hungary at the 46th Venice Biennale in 1995, 

recreating the Tempest by Giorgione; (besides, he is the creator of one of the best and 

most important of Hungarian memorial monuments, remembering the heroes and 

victims of the revolution in 1956).  

Going against tradition means that one must be exceptionally well-versed in it. In 

my title (Textuality of sculptures. Reading György Jovánovics) I tried to refer to the 

duality of the textual nature of the works by the sculptor. I would like to start with the 

second part of the title: 'Reading György Jovánovics'. Although his sculptures seem to 

be abstract at first sight, I will argue that they are, in fact, quite the contrary.  At 

IPARTERV2 he exhibited two of his works, the Man3 and the Detail of the Great Gilles.4 

                                                 
1
 Boehm, Képleírás, 23. I used the Hungarian translation, see original Gottfried Boehm, 

Bildbeschreibungen. Über die Grenzen von Bild und Sprache In Beschreibungskunst - Kunstbeschreibung. 
Die Ekphrasis von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart, eds.: Boehm, Stierle, Winter, Munich, 1994, 325-343. 

2
 IPARTERV Exhibtion, 1968., Budapest. Curator: Péter Sinkovits;exhibiting artists: Imre Bak, Krisztián 
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Both of these works are concerned with the same problem: a drapery, seemingly soft 

to the touch, the exact replica of its real counterpart; in the case of the Man this is 

completed with the hands, a leg and a head; they are both composed to a frontal view; 

but moving closer it becomes clear that these are empty, hard shells, made out of 

plaster, nothing more than a white box of an unfulfilled promise. The bodyparts of 

Man are covered in a tattoo like pattern of fleur-de-lis, but they do not quite fit with 

the rest of the body, which is covered in robes – or so would it seem. The paralell 

between Man and the ancient greek kouros can be easily discovered: the rigid 

composition and the strict frontal view, although you can walk around both. But while 

one is an icon of a man, the other is the mocking of the resemblance. 

Detail of the Great Gilles, on the other hand, is incomplete, and shows us how 

ridiculed, lonely and hollow Gilles the clown is in Jean-Antoine Watteau’s painting. 

What we can see here is the referential nature of the sculptures of Jovánovics: they 

have a pair in art history   –   sometimes more than one. They have referential points, 

which negates their abstract nature, making them readable, from an art historical 

point of view. The sculptures not only refer to earlier artworks, but represents them, 

they become the images of the paragons. 

This can be observed even more in The Big Prism. One. I. 1., 1995.5 This sculpture 

forms the centre of my presentation, because it has a direct art historical reference 

and its textual characteristics can be discovered in its synthax. It is nothing more than a 

big white box with a very delicately detailed surface. Its length and height corresponds 

with The Coffin of the Lord from Garamszentbenedek.6 This gothic liturgical coffin, 

made ca. 1480, was used at Easter: it is closed until the rebirth of Christ, when it is 

opened to show everybody: the Lord has arisen, and his body is not here anymore. The 

logic of the Prism is similar: it is closed, there is only one hole: you can see through it, 

                                                                                                                                               
Frey, Tamás Hencze, György Jovánovics, Ilona Keserü, Gyula Konkoly, László Lakner, László Méhes, István 
Nádler, Ludmill Siskov, Endre Tót. 

3
Györg Jovánovics,"Man", 1968, plaster, textile, 180cm, Hungarian National Gallery, Budapest, 

Hungary 
4
 Györg Jovánovics,"Deatail of the Great Gilles", 1968, plaster, 100 cm, Hungarian National Gallery, 

Budapest, Hungary 
5
 Györg Jovánovics," The Big Prism. One. I. 1., 1995.", 1995, plaster, 163x363x71cm, Hungarian 

National Gallery, Budapest, Hungary 
6 

"The Coffin of the Lord from Garamszentbenedek", c. 1480, wood, 226x100x325 cm, Christian 
Museum, Esztergom, Hungary  
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but not into it. It is the emptyness, the hope that the empty coffin represents. 

Following this thought, the Prism is not only a container of space, but a space in itself, 

a relic holder: an invisible space contained in a visible form. The inside of the Prism is 

what counts, what needs to be made visible: the problem broached here is making 

visible the invisibility of something that does not appear to the naked eye (Belting, 

1996). 

This leads us to the textuality of Jovánovics’s sculptures. He creates spaces that are 

infinite in depth – in theory – but are condensed into the surface, which is nearest to 

the beholder. It is essential to keep and compress the relief into its own surface, in 

order to confront the viewer with the depth of the space. The space can unravel only 

in the confrontation with the flatness of the surface: the reliefs react to the 

penetrating gaze as a picture. Even the work process of Jovánovics forces the viewer's 

gaze to wander and to continually change perspectives. 

The creation of the small plastics begins from the other side, from the side of the 

beholder, the one we see as surface. The artist places the first layer on the ground and 

builds each layer on the previous one, and pours plaster on it. Therefore, when 

finished, the most inner layer of the relief is the nearest to the viewer, while the artist 

can only track the succession of layers. The flatter and further the layer is from the 

beholder, the nearer it is to the artist (although he only sees the back of it). After the 

works are finished, the sculptor frames his works, like a painting, while in truth it is 

quite the opposite, the inverse of a painting: what is by inception the inside of the 

moulding, becomes the outside. 

Jovánovics builds his reliefs, each layer on the other. The positive shapes turn into 

negatives and vice versa. What we percieve as deficit, is a surplus from the other side. 

Each form creates its own absence and carries within itself its own anti-shape, its 

projection. The plaster mouldings are abstract and exact, closed and open at the same 

time. The works are based on dialogue: to explore the context of the positive and 

negative forms, and their joint shadows. 

Because shadows are not a given factor, but a well calculated addition to the 

pictures. Jovánovics says, that creating a relief 'is drawing with shadows'. Shadows can 

be observed on the ‘dark’ side of non-transparent objects that is on the opposite of 

the illuminated side. There are two aspects of shadow. According to Plato, the shadow 

is only an illusion, the reality of those who are earth-bound; while another 
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interpretation of the shadow is that only those things, which are reality, which exist, 

can have a shadow. Following that logic, with the risk of being redundant, that which 

does not have a shadow does not exist, it is in fact not there. This is only true in the 

case of the depiction of cast shadow, which is exceptionally rare in Western art. 

(Gombrich, 29) Shadows, when used as a tool of modelling are widely applied. György 

Jovánovics is a well versed artist, who has a deep knowledge of artistic tradition, and 

deliberately avoids modelling shadows in his reliefs, preferring the clear cut shaping 

properties of cast shadows. 

It is worth mentioning with regard to artistic tradition that the origin of art is 

shadow, so to speak: the first drawing of a young man was made by his lover, tracing 

his shadow, which was cast on the wall – as Pliny the Elder suggests it in his Natural 

History. Boutades, the father of the girl, a sculptor himself, fills out the silhouette and 

creates the plaster effigy of the boy. The analogy can not be dismissed – particularly 

because of the nature of shadow tracing. Jovánovics creates with the shapes and the 

cast shadow of the shapes on the relief potentiality of space or a potential space. He 

creates, in theory, an infinite number of potential shapes and forms, which paired up 

with the surface of the reliefs also results in limitless possibilities. That is, for our gaze: 

the space of these reliefs is potential, they serve as a kind of active framing system. 

Our gaze is activated and stimulated by the visual and textural qualities of the 

sculpture.  

Adding to the potentialities of the space of the relief, shadows also mark the place 

of an object. Therefore they serve as a kind of anchor or origo for the beholder. 

Shadows create a sense of presence and presentness – here shadows are the 

equivalent of the flies from the paintings of the fifteenth century. This is what 

Gombrich (37) described as “attached shadow”. While Gombrich asserts that this 

enhances the impression of solidity, I would argue that in the case of Jovánovics, the 

artist’s reliefs are only potentially solid. 

Shadows are multifunctional in the sculptures of Jovánovics: they are the result of 

the constellation of light and an object, therefore shadows are the absence of light 

(which incorporates all the colours); but even more so, they are the indexical signs of 

an existing object. Shadows implicate the haptic touch and the negativity of detraction 

at the same time (Fehér, 74). The negative forms and the shadows are signs of the 

artist's touch. Because of this, from the perspective of the viewer, the shapes on the 
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reliefs are not created in the order when they were “written in”, but in the context 

produced by the different parts of the artwork. The shapes are not what they seem to 

be, the elements are not equal to themseves, unless indicated so and named by the 

beholder. To this analogy, when indicating a shape, we associate it with its 

surroundings, we locate and define them on the surface according to their position. 

The artist depicts the mutually dependent relation of absence and presence, invisibility 

and visibility. Jovánovics turns the negative doubly to positive in the finished work 

(Fehér, 74).  The reliefs cease to exist primarily as small sculptures in the continous 

exchange of the inner and outer layers – instead, they turn into a web of legible 

pictorial signs, they begin to behave like pictures. 

Relief 99.04.16.7 follows a similar strategy. Only a few shapes emerge from the flat 

surface of the rectangular small plastic, none of which are parallel to the sides of the 

picture, except one shaped as an irregular letter “U” at the bottom.8 The position of 

the forms become unstable and undecided, fostering the movement of the gaze 

between the elements. The shapes are in movement according to their relative 

position, and shadows also become part of the equation. It is interesting to note that 

shadows are always the evidence of the source of light, in the sense that –  according 

to the position of the lightsource –  whole new pictures can be created with the same 

set of shapes and forms; in this case, the number of possibilities  is also infinite in 

theory.  

Our gaze is guided back again and again by the seemingly flat surface to the 

'stronger', more evident, closer shapes, that stretch out into the space of the beholder. 

Jovánovics compresses the space apparent in his reliefs into this surface without 

creating a directly pictorial illusion. As we can see, even this surface is not flat: it is 

constituted from numerous overlapping layers. The differently patterned layers 

provide the invisible foundation that steers and highlights the viewers' attention to the 

positive and directly apparent shapes. It makes them present by creating not only a 

space, but a place, as well. As Hans Belting points it out, “The picture is here, because 

we are here.” (Belting, "Jót írtál ...", 33) This implies that whenever we are asked to 

                                                 
7
 György Jovánovics, "Relief 99.04.16.", 1999, plaster, 125,8x175,8x11,5 cm, Ludwig Museum, 

Budapest, Hungary 
8
 For an intriguing analysis of an almost identical relief by Jovánovics see the cited essay by Dávid 

Fehér. 
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locate any given object, the center, the origo of our answer would always be our own 

body - or to be more precise: our own place. A good example of this is a painting 

described by Norman Bryson9: the „Fruit basket” by Caravaggio.10 The perspective of 

this painting is so extreme, meaning it is exactly leveled with the eye (and this is how it 

is exhibited at the Biblioteca Ambrosiana) that when asked 'Where is the basket?' we 

couldn't say anything else, but that 'It is here!', because there is nothing else to relate 

the location of the basket, only to ourselves.)11 The reliefs by Jovánovics are the places 

of beholding; and the place of a spatial system, which is inviting the gaze to pierce into 

it. 

We see what we have learned to see, what we expect to see within the given 

context. Two things can occur: first, just like in the case of a spatial context, in which 

we do not perceive consciously the dimensions of the space we are occupying, it feels 

natural. A badly constructed space feels suffocating, we feel it as a burden – we know 

that we are in a closed space. This is the case with every trivial detail of a work of art. 

Their presence comes so natural and self-explanatory, that we do not recognize them 

as an autonomous part of the work; something that has meaning and has a role to play 

within the whole. Therefore we do not see them at all. We do not perceive them, 

because they blend in perfectly. Right until they are pointed out to us, in which case 

their functions also become clear. But this is only true if the aforementioned elements 

of the art works are presented with quality. For example a badly painted detail can 

ruin a whole picture; and we will know why it does not work, we can immediately 

point out the fault and define what its function should be. 

Secondly, there are instances when the artist omits something on purpose, but 

reinforces the function of the eliminated element with other signifiers. Paradoxically, 

these will only draw our attention to the hiatus. But because we are trained to see 

things as they appear in the reality of the beholder, we will supersede the blanks with 

their function. As Gombrich (11) said “we must never assume that artists did not see 

what they did not paint.” 

                                                 
9
 See the chapter Topography in the cited book by Norman Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked.  

10 
Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, "Basket of Fruit", c. 1599, oil on canvas, 31x47 cm, Bibliotheca 

Ambrosiana, Milan, Italy 
11

 For the insightful conclusion see András Rényi, "Az értelmezés tébolya. Hermeneutikai 
tanulmányok", Budapest: Kijárat Kiadó, 2008., 115-129. 
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This is closely related to the textual nature of abstract works. The picture could be 

understood from the context of its elements, within the syntax of these elements. The 

sign is determined by its signifiers – and even evoked by them. 

Jovánovics uses forms and shapes which can not be deciphered with a 

predetermined vocabulary. His forms are homogenous with their surroundings, their 

material context. These signs can not be taught, they can only be learned through 

example. The signs can not be isolated from the rest of the work: its meaning is in 

constant fluctuation, according to how we look at them. As signs, they are always 

defined by the context of their surrounding, their signifiers and their signified. But they 

are not explicit, because of the nature of their connotations – as Norman Bryson 

(1983: 70-71) put it. Bryson (1983:79) also suggests that –  in contrast with Saussure –  

we should replace the notion of perception with recognition. In this case, "the signifier 

seeks another signifier; it is the relation between the signifiers that forms the sign 

(Sign= Sr --> Sr). That relation is not vertical, but horizontal or lateral; it is less 

instantaneous than it is deterred." I am inclined to agree with Bryson both as far as 

Jovánovics and as pictures in general are concerned. Every minute detail of the reliefs 

refer us to their surroundings which in turn direct us back to our starting point, and the 

cycle goes on. 

What we must keep in mind, however, is that we should not take the works of 

Jovánovics as pure information, or 'pure' art. A formal feature must not be regarded 

more than a means of communication, and not as communication in itself. "The 

reading of a certain gesture performed in the course of a conversation, or of a certain 

costume, or of a certain vocal accent, does not need first to route itself towards a 

central lexicon for an act of decoding; its meaning is embodied in a local 

circumstance." (Bryson, 1983: 73) Later on Bryson (1983: 74) says, referring to 

Wittgenstein that the "Absence of explicit articulation is in no way an index of limited 

knowledge; it is rather an index of the degree to which the rules governing the process 

are embodied within technique." 

Rosalind Krauss in her essay entitled The Motivation of the Sign, had presented 

Picasso turning to linguistic devices.  Picasso, as Krauss said, had created depth on a 

flat surface with its signifiers, on a two dimensional plain paper, from which the 

illusionistic invocation had been omitted. Only through its signifiers are we able to 
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perceive the depth of the picture. These signifiers indicate depth or the related notions 

of obliquity and luminosity. 

 

This matter of motivating the sign, raised by my title does not, then, refer to the 
import of the semiological turn heralded by collage. Rather, it addresses the 
specific set of signifieds that Picasso seems most insistently to organize in the 
opening years of his exploration of collage. Those signifieds—/depth/ and 
/atmosphere/ or /light/—are in no way random, but are prepared for, motivated 
if you will, by the experience of the preceding five years. (Krauss, 271-272) 

 

Three-dimensionality had been flattened out and it is only implemented through the 

effects of three-dimensionality. The mismatched f-holes in the paper collage of Picasso 

entitled Violin12 are signs of the turning of the object in space, that we see it in 

transverse. They only resemble the typography of the letter 'f'. What I am trying to 

emphasize here, is that the f-holes are readable and not legible, and only as visual 

signs, not as something linguistic. The f-holes are iconic signs, because they remind us 

of the f-holes of a violin. Because of their difference in size they suggest the transverse 

nature of a violin, thus becoming arbitrary signs of depth. The f-holes signify space or 

depth, precisely because they assert their absence, and do not evoke the illusion of 

depth. 

Jovánovics invokes an image of space, but retracts the complete illusion. We are 

only able to register the difference between the layers of the surface, but not behold 

it. The goal is to make this visible. The sculptor makes it possible with the 

aformentioned rhetorical tools, and bestowing the small plastic with pictorial 

charachteristics. He encourages a dialogue between the viewer and the work, through 

reflecting on details that force us to make distinctions, which only reveal themselves 

through careful observation. Keeping the different planes in motion, the artist guides 

our gaze, while we always need to choose points of references in order to move 

forward. The picture makes itself readable in a productive way, always encouraging 

the viewer to search for the next shape  – but only in case it can aquire the beholder's 

attention. 

                                                 
12

 Pablo Picasso, "Violin", c. 1912, cardboard, charcoal, collage, 62x46 cm, Musée National d'Art 
Moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris, France 
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