
The Past and Present of a Metropolis

The Historian Zoltán Sz. Bíró on Moscow

“I first visited Russia in the 70s, when I was a student in high-school, and all the beauties and 
poverty of the late Brezhnev era showed itself to me. Later I enrolled at the Leningrad 
University, and graduated from the Philosophy and Aesthetics Department. I had strong ties 
with Leningrad, but often took off to Moscow. Since I have been teaching at the Budapest 
Corvinus University I travel two or three times a year to Moscow. As early as in the 80s it 
was an incredibly electrifying megalopolis with approximately 10 million inhabitants. Yet in 
those days one did not have the feeling when coming back to Budapest that one is returning to
a small town from the Metropolis. 
I first got an impression of this shift in 1996, and Moscow has become an exciting place with 
dynamic, and a pace of its own. It is a very tiring city, without a definitive historical core or 
transparent structure. On top of that, buildings of absolutely different function, stylistic 
composites and form are placed next to one another in an unflinching manner. A rather wide 
choice of commodities was available to the city from the earliest stages of economic reform in
the early nineties, but by now it is virtually a riot of consumables in gargantuan supply. The 
richest, most well-to-do segment of society is overrepresented in Moscow. Brands, many of 
which do not find a footing in cities the size of Budapest are present there. The pace of life is 
strikingly different from that in Budapest. Especially in the warmer seasons the city comes to 
life at ten at night, and crowds are flowing through the streets at midnight. Fantastic social 
venues have opened in the last years, and people are bathing in the array of possibilities.
Buildings that carry historical remnants crop up practically by chance, as they have intrepidly 
touched up earlier historical ages, pulling down and building new, and newer buildings in 
their place.
Still there are a few places where the past has been saved, and the wall surfaces, the ornate 
ledges recall Russian architecture exactly as it was. The paintings by Éva Köves reflect on 
these little visual elements and details that one only comes across in Russia. The painter omits
any quotation of the commercial clichés, and yet portrays Moscow unequivocally through the 
concentration of the city into understated, fine fragments and motives. The paintings truly 
represent the self concealing and reclusive nature of the Russian character, which turns away 
from the attention of the public. To associate the colour red with Russia is almost compulsory,
yet this is not just on account of 20th century history, we need only think of the name given to 
the Red Square, or the overflowing representative style of the Russian Orthodox Church, the 
cavalcade of colours that typify the interiors of the churches and of Russian folk culture that 
also incorporates the force of colour.”
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