
Éva Köves: A Shop Window Gazing at Us

Éva Köves is a thematic painter. Her paintings not only have a name, a subject and meaning, but 
also a story. Using a now current term, they have narrative. Something is happening, or rather, has 
happened in the composition opening out to us. Something, the meaning of which we can not fully 
grasp for a while, which then turns out even more puzzling than it looked. It is an invitation to solve 
the puzzle, to guess at it what it is, to trace the true theme.

What we are talking of is happening in the present, we see it in the present, and encounter it 
in the present. And yet, it seems to have encompassed bits and pieces of the past as well, each 
painting its own past, its own secrets, elements of its own archive. Individual elements seem to 
emerge from a trimmed collection of props out of a theatre set: a chandelier hangs in out of 
nowhere, a table-spread recalling middle class homes, a veil streaming off into naught, warped wire 
stretched tight, and the schematic silhouette of an Orthodox church.

But, where are we? So far as the source of the experience is concerned, the place where the 
compositions were conceived: in Moscow, or Berlin. These are the ‘settings’ of the new paintings in
this exhibition. But in fact, they could be replaced by any other city, such as those in Éva Köves’s 
earlier paintings: Venice, Paris, Rome or Budapest—doesn’t matter which, after all. Because the 
experience is basically the same everywhere: the urbane experience, with allowance for the 
occasional set of barren trees, or a deserted park. Moscow: the most recent site. Cold spaces and 
very immediate, sometimes even palpably close, physically modeled clouds and walls with 
decorative ornamentation, blind, walled up windows. Yet the stern, monotonous architecture is 
livened up by colour: the robust red of Russian buildings, and the more greyish blue shades striking 
up a contrast. Everything is cold, abandoned and impersonal. Monumental and even so, somehow 
disordered. Only silhouettes of buildings and industrial establishments that were raised by artifice 
suggest human presence. The human figure itself—or rather its image—has disappeared from this 
desolate world, vacated it. The urban experience is strong, irresistible, but almost ageless. Quite 
often it would seem that all this is merely the remains of the past, except that its emptiness is that of 
the present. And there is another reminder of the present: colours, which seem to want to 
compensate for all that is wanting, for the lethargy the stones reek. However, this is not the burning 
red of revolutionary art, and not fed by any avant-garde utopia or enthusiasm. It is a faded, worn red 
instead, but colour nevertheless, bringing life into the grayness. The painter is objective, and does 
not alter the experience: describing, and compositionally weaving together all that has been seen, 
hardly changing it at all. She picks out a detail here and there, and through that detail everything 
finds a representation. Moscow today, it says, this is what it boils down to. The quintessence of the 
work. No dreams, fantasies, illusions attached. No visions—either good or bad—are born from the 
buildings. A single exception permitting: the clouds that barge in, as it were, ‘roll’ through the 
multiple window-frames into the inner world behind the frame. Otherwise there is virtually nothing 
that relaxes the artist’s objectivity, or releases her fantasy.

Does she like Moscow? Does she like this cold world of stone? These compositions do not tell us 
either of emotions, or feelings of fondness. The objectivity is made possible primarily by the 
photographs. Éva Köves made imprints— photographs to be precise—of churches, windows and 
walls one can touch, available even these days for all to see. Naturally, a process of selection formed
the basis even at this stage. The choice of photo to use in her works, and how the various sights are 



built into one another and coated in paint are further phases in the process of selection—choice—or 
the composition itself.

The other city appearing in the paintings is Berlin. But not quite the same Berlin that set the 
imagination of so many artists alight and virtually created a new iconography in the nineteen 
twenties: Berlin, the metropolis. Out of the throbbing pulse of a major city, the flashing sign-
advertisements and crisscrossed train, S-Bahn, car and pedestrian traffic nothing seems to have 
inspired her. Unlike the paintings of Moscow these are not in colour, the artist relies only on the 
“grisaille” tones known to the public from her earlier compositions: shades melting into grey with a 
barely perceptible tint of blue or a soft play of brown. Berlin has been painted “grisaille”, and yet it 
is not monotonous, and not impersonal. Because in contrast to Moscow the human figure makes its 
appearance, a woman’s form along with her immediate surroundings: the intérieur, which bears the 
traces of a personal presence. The form itself however, is not real, only an illusion, not flesh and 
blood human, but just a dressed up dummy, or a reflection, a shadow thrown across the clouds. A 
mirage. Motionless, as if time had frozen for a moment. Always set in a pose, festive and stiff. She 
is in a shop window facing the viewers, existing only for them, and only as a spectacle, which could 
take off into the air at any moment, just disappear as mist. And where is the shop window itself? 
Presumably on the street of course, the way we are accustomed, where passersby can gaze into the 
closed, inner stage of the shop and the actors within, the mannequins. But in the case of Éva Köves 
this somehow takes a different turn: as the shop window grows independent, it no longer closes off 
its own space, but to the contrary: opens it wide. What is more, they are set in other, inappropriate 
surroundings, among high buildings on a level with the clouds, over a boulevard, or above the roof 
of a house, and the reflected matter follows suite. In the manner of smoke the reflection or illusory 
image is unreal, and yet it remains, as a part of the shop window. Affixed between or over the 
somber Berlin tenements, perhaps floating above a barren hill, it becomes difficult to look into the 
window displays—they have no inner space. The shop windows are looking at us, the window finds 
its place in the urban space, but in such a way as not to be associated to any building or street corner,
but rather to float above it, as if projected onto it, independent and free, like the angels in a film—
the Berlin film. Curiously, the way the experience of Moscow found embodiment in locality-bound 
sights, Berlin seems to be in constant change, one image dissolving into another. Actually each one 
is ungraspable, transient, impossible to fix. 

The way they follow from one to the next the pictures seem inadvertently, and unintentionally to 
join into the frames of a film. But this “film” is quite far removed from the one that László Moholy–
Nagy had once tried to capture in his “picture screen-play” about Berlin entitled “The Dynamic of 
the Big City”. Éva Köves looks upon László Moholy–Nagy as an intellectual forbearer, and true to 
fact, her approach reveals a great deal, which ultimately does originate from the avant-garde artist. 
And though Moholy–Nagy did plot out a Berlin vision of his own as does Éva Köves, following 
with her own an approximate ninety years later, the two do not connect. Why is that the case? The 
Berlin-image Moholy-Nagy found is equivalent to that of the newborn metropolis, while Éva Köves 
projects her transient figures—such as a flitting veil, a basket swaying in emptiness, a cloth thrown 
across a chair under the vaulted sky or an ownerless plate levitating in the inner courtyard of a 
building—upon the barren walls of a virtually dead city. Trees grow on the rooftops, and the 
chandelier hangs into the space out of nowhere. The unanticipated, unreal quality of her work seems
to lean towards another approach, different from constructivism or the Moholy-Nagy perspective. 
Surrealism? The series of Berlin paintings do appear to touch upon Surrealism, to come within its 
reach, but without taking it fully on board, or giving up the constructivist point of departure. The 
artist has taken a step away from her earlier style, is in search of something else, starting out towards



something different. But whether this will be a long term direction or just a phenomenon connected 
to Berlin, crystallized in relation to Berlin, would be very hard to say at present. 

The latest works, following the two urban series, are rather unlike any of her earlier work. Even 
their theme, to begin with, for they are portraits of large dimensions, in a style that may be called 
realistic—where the models are recognisable, the facial expressions readable—even at times 
photographic. And yet at the same time, they also seem like the occupants of shop windows—like 
the Berlin works—even as they too take their place here and now, in the exhibition at the Budapest 
Gallery. They are in the shop windows, motionless, in this at least they show a similarity, even if 
there are many other differences. In a strange way they also feel like elements in a still-life, rather 
than individuals alive and in constant transformation. The artist has found, or rather created the 
surroundings or the attribute most suited to the personality of the individual. The surroundings as 
well as the object connected to the model become as important as the model. The definition of 
“model” can of course only be used conditionally, as more often than not the depicted are hidden, 
present only in some mediated form, turning their face away or hiding behind the reflection in the 
glass of the window display. This is a presence, which is often mediated, not to be sensed directly, 
but still a human presence. And this is a very significant change in relation to the earlier works of 
Éva Köves, and no doubt indicates the unrolling of a new approach.

If we try to sketch the span of the artist’s career, along general lines, against the works exhibited 
here—i.e. the latest paintings—we will find that, as Katalin Néray pointed out, Éva Köves has been 
present in the Hungarian art scene since 1987, now 20 years. She has traveled her own path, joining 
neither any group, nor existing movements. She came upon her own direction in 1994 when she 
began to work-over some maps and reshaping the views on some postcards. Right from the start 
therefore, she built an alien element into the composition to replace, or rather take the place of a 
spectacle she would paint herself. The use of her own photographs after the pre-made maps and 
post-cards gave her a sense of liberation, as the point of departure for the composition also became 
of her own making. However, the transposal remained: she did not paint her picture directly on the 
canvas in a fit of inspiration, but on an enlarged photograph prepared earlier, working along the 
lines of a previously decided plan. This transposition did in fact force a cool, distant manner upon 
her. She used a reductionist method, taking up a few motives and fragments that had to represent the
whole. An attraction for the effect of transparency was always present, and she approached in many 
different ways. Sometimes portraying the same motive from a number of points of view, analysing 
the object first, than at times putting it back together again, and her “iconostasis” may be 
acknowledged as a large-scale synthesis. Her palate was already limited to shades of blue and 
“grisaille” at an early stage. She always saw her works in terms of series, and not individual pieces, 
building larger units, installations at times from her smaller pictures.

What attracted her in cities even then was one element, or another that signified the whole city, and 
summarized it for her: a railing, the folds of a sheet hung out to dry, a turn in the stairs, the 
scaffolding and foil covering buildings, the metal structure of the Eiffel Tower, the coble stones of 
Rome and shadows everywhere, shadows that just about replaced those who had cast them.

Earlier, the human figure does not even seem to have appeared directly in her works. For the first 
time, it did so in 2001, in her Shop Window series, still in a very indirect manner though. The 
portraits we see in the shop windows now are Éva Köves’s most personal paintings to date. These 



also hide of course, but still: they record friends, acquaintances, people who exist. On occasion the 
face of the artist friend appears in a photograph, i.e. indirectly, but behind it, the setting completes 
the picture. On another occasion the artist turns away from us, but she is still recognizable from her 
movement and clothes, and is almost personalized. The artist with face hidden behind a bicycle 
wheel, in a way that covers it almost completely is the most interesting. The bicycle wheel, which is 
a regular motive in the work of Éva Köves, gains exceptional significance here, and is a very distant 
quotation of the El Lissitzky self-portrait, where the artist dissolved his own face with a compass-
ruler. And finally two portraits of women: a young woman artist, in surreptitiously caught, direct 
motion, with a heart-shaped object as an attribute, and then Éva Köves herself, finally, hiding behind
a veil as it were, glancing at us seriously, wrapped in thought, holding as an attribute, an empty 
bottle for preserves in her hand.

Her expression is expectant, focused in the distance, like someone reflecting on the following 
question: where onwards, from here? For the present, nobody has an answer to that question. What 
we do know, is that in the light of the last two decades of work the paintings by Éva Köves have 
become more personal, more connected to the human factors. They have, even if she gazes out 
through a shop window, and watches the events unfold from her concealed place behind the glass 
pane. She watches what happens on the street, as well as what goes on in the Gallery, or within the 
onlookers themselves as they encounter her new paintings.
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