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			Abstract

			Miklós Erdély (1928-1986), an exceptional artist in the international and Hungarian scene, created the work that serves as the basis of this analysis in 1976. Man is Not Perfect – the title refers to Karl Jaspers – consists of four panels. In its current state, the work bears little resemblance to what spectators saw in 1976 in the event Exposition - photo/art, for which the work was made. The changes in the visibility, what we can see in the reproductions from different periods, were “pre-programmed”, if we may say so, into the materiality of the work by the author, as Erdély was always especially conscious of the use of materials. Does this transformation in time change the meaning of the artwork, and if so, why and how? The relations between the diverse elements or “medium” of the montage, like original photographs, reproductions, blueprints, citations, ready-made parts, photograms and phantom images, may explain the “story” in a pictorial way.
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			Resumen

			Miklós Erdély (1928-1986), un artista excepcional en la escena internacional y húngara, creó la obra que sirve como base de este análisis en 1976. El título Man is Not Perfect se refiere a Karl Jaspers y consta de cuatro paneles. En su estado actual, la obra tiene poco parecido a lo que vieron los espectadores en 1976 en el evento Exposition - photo/art, para el que se realizó la obra. Los cambios en la visibilidad, lo que podemos ver en las reproducciones de diferentes periodos, fueron «preprogramados», si podemos decirlo así, en la materialidad del trabajo por parte del autor, ya que Erdély siempre fue especialmente consciente de los usos de los materiales. ¿Cambia esta transformación en el tiempo el significado de la obra de arte? Y, si es así, ¿por qué y cómo? Las relaciones entre los diversos elementos o «medios» del montaje, como fotografías originales, reproducciones, planos, citas, piezas prediseñadas, fotogramas e imágenes fantasma, pueden explicar la «historia» de forma pictórica.
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			1.	The state of things 

			The work consists of four panels. The following text can be read at the top of the first picture: “No ideal can exist for man, because man is not perfect (Karl Jaspers)”. The work of the author, Miklós Erdély, is of exceptional significance to 20th-century art, yet his international recognition is marginal at best.1 This is also true locally, I might add: he has not been admitted into the – non-existent – pantheon of Hungarian art yet,2 the only retrospective exhibition of his life’s work was held in 1998 at the Budapest Kunsthalle,3 and the first thorough monograph on him in Hungarian was published only recently, in 2022 (Kőhalmi). In 1983, I recorded a long conversation with Miklós Erdély on tape,4 in which he remarked on the exhibitions of the Indigo group (Hornyik-Szőke 2008): “The most interesting thing was how the ideas from the most diverse sources organized themselves into a unity, and that the good ones were coherent. What’s good is coherent – the two go hand in hand. I can’t remember an idea we thought was good that didn’t fit in”. If we accept that what is good is always coherent, and yet Erdély’s art does not fit in with international trends, then perhaps we can conclude that the art world is not perfect. There is, of course, another possibility, on a broader horizon than the previous deduction, which is quite similar to the title of the artwork that is the subject of this writing: man is not perfect.

			2.	Fading pictures, disappearing meanings

			The montage or collage5 of four pictures entitled Man is Not Perfect was made in 1976. The materials used could be regarded as trivial and familiar at the time, but that has changed. The question is to what extent the use of conventional materials affects the so-called meaning, in other words, whether the fact that 50 years later almost all of these are now in need of explanation, nuances, degrades or possibly improves potential spectatorial techniques and tactics. Of course, a contemporary analyst need not, by all means, delve into describing the use of materials in an oil painting by Jan van Eyck or Vermeer (although it might prove illuminating), but the essential element of the work in question is the very materiality. That was common knowledge in its time and as such, required almost no explanation, but perhaps a potential blind spot for the same reason, whereas today, we need to devote much more attention to it in order to retrieve its (former) meaning. Then again it may well be that we achieve the opposite effect by overinterpreting something that once functioned on its own accord through its imperceptibility.

			In its current state, the work bears little resemblance to what spectators saw in 1976 in the gallery of a small town sixty kilometres from Budapest. The work was made for a rather important exhibition in Hatvan, entitled Exposition - photo/art,6 presumably at the last minute, as the original catalogue does not include a picture of the work yet,7  but instead a cryptic title and photograph under the name of Erdély: Shot Hole in Glass. Although I didn’t see the exhibition, I was able to examine the work closely a few years later, as I included it with other works by Erdély in the exhibition Film/Art – The History of Hungarian Experimental Film8 and it was also around this time that it got acquired by the collection of the Hungarian National Gallery.9 
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			Figure 1. Miklós Erdély’s Man is Not Perfect Source: photo by Miklós Peternák. Budapest, 1983

			The four pictures are layered in every sense. The base is ordinary grey cardboard, as can be seen in the top and bottom bands of the first picture. On top of this, come the subsequent layers: on the right side of the first picture and over the entire surface of the second picture, blueprint paper, that was used for the reproduction of architectural plans; on pictures three and four, the black paper used for packaging of manufactured light-sensitive photo paper, so that when the sheets were removed from the packet or box in the darkroom, this dark packaging would protect them from accidental light exposure before use. At least this is how the Forte factory’s products available in Hungary were packaged. This is followed by one or two more layers of image elements: thus, including the base, four layers can be distinguished in total, which partly overlap and cover, partly (due to the cut-outs) reveal each other. The gluing (fitting) of the elements is not carefully worked out, as if to give the impression of the assembled nature of the thing, and thus to create a certain degree of randomness and haphazardness. Photographs are also featured in each picture of the series, thirteen in all, if we count the individual pieces of photo paper and not the images, and do not include the blank 35mm (Leica format) filmstrip in the second picture. This latter is a ready-made element, similar to the oddly shaped white (beige) cardboard with (factory cut) holes in several places, pasted on as the fourth layer of panel one, thus partially obscuring and partially revealing the photograph underneath, or likewise, similar to the A4-size black carbon paper glued to the left edge of panel four, then called “indigo”, although it was almost exclusively available in black. As the sheet size indicates, it was mainly used for typewritten text: if the copies were made onto thin white paper, five copies of the text could be produced at a time with four sheets of indigo in between, in a single typing session. Since copying was considered a dangerous activity in the socialist world (typewriters were also strictly registered at one time), this quantity was important, for example, in the distribution of illegal samizdat literature. We can also consider as ready-made elements the small pieces of rectangular white and black paper in the top left section of panel two and the bottom left section of panel three, respectively: the former is blank, the latter, if we look carefully, has another small piece of black indigo pasted on it. There is a blueprint in the top right corner of panel one: it contains the text that gave the title of the work, the colour of which – now essentially gone – was originally different from the blue underneath, as well as from the blue paper underneath the contact print of photographic films strips in the top left corner of the third picture. This latter blue paper was visible partly to the left and above the sheet of photo paper, partly behind the frames cut out of it, until it has faded almost completely and the ochre-coloured change in its somewhat still visible, raster-like, dotted pattern has become similar to the transformation of the originally largely black and white photo paper, which has also gained a brownish tint.

			3.	Photo, concept, montage 

			This is what the artist says about the circumstances of the making and the exhibition, in the aforementioned interview: “...it was roughly up until the photo exhibition in Hatvan in 1976 that I’d been forcing conceptualism. By that time, everyone was making concepts. 90% of the exhibition in Hatvan was concepts. I wasn’t doing any of that then. This again triggered a lot of outrage. Maybe György Jovánovics was the only person in the show who also went his own way a little bit with those photographs about bugging.10 We were shown side-by-side, but thanks to the cleverness of the curators, there was no conflict between our works. That’s when I did Man is Not Perfect, simply a montage. What is conceptual about that? There is a sentence, but it’s really an associative one, and visually oriented. It was not conceptual, but primarily visual, completely deviating from its surroundings, and everyone was outraged, wondering what I was trying to do with that”. 

			Earlier in the interview, he also spoke about the beginnings: “I had no idea about conceptualism, or that artistic endeavours had their own internal dynamics. Given that people active in the field were strongly tied to the brush and canvas, which acted on them like a brake – the brush was holding them back like the carbon brush an electric motor. The first time it occurred to me that art was good for more than the functions it was being used for – decoration, collection, or artifact – was in 1956. […] This realization culminated in a conceptual action. From then on, I stuck with that” (Peternák 1991).

			In the Global Conceptualism catalogue, Erdély is represented by two pictures, one of which is a documentary photograph of this action entitled Unguarded Money (Beke 1999, 40). The six crates of the famous action held during the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 were demonstrably on the streets of the Hungarian capital on the 2nd and 3rd of November. Although numerous photos and descriptions of this action to collect money for the victims of the revolution appeared in the contemporary press, a detailed analysis of it would not be carried out until after the fall of the socialist regime in 1990 (Cseh-Varga 2016, 30). The 1956 revolution was one of the regime’s fundamental taboos. My 1983 interview also played a role in this exploration: it was then that Erdély spoke publicly for the first time about this action as a work of art, and what he said was later confirmed by several people involved in the organization and implementation of the action. 

			Montage is a central concept and technique for Erdély. His first publication in Hungary, which he himself regarded as a peculiar beginning of his public career, was entitled Montage Hunger.11 In 1975, he organized an exhibition entitled Montage at the Young Artists’ Club (FMK) in Budapest, and gave a lecture titled Montage Gesture and Effect (Erdély 1995) at the Hungarian Academy of Fine Arts.12 This long, analytical text, which includes art-historical overviews and references as well as quotations, features a lot of names: in the section about intellectual history, for example, Lévi-Strauss, Heidegger, Popper, as well as Max Ernst, Buñuel and Artaud in the section on art. As a filmmaker and writer about films, he took an active interest in montage in practice and theory, and he also wrote twice about the photomontages of Endre Bálint (1914-1986).

			4.	Colours: blue and green

			Over time, the second image has undergone the most spectacular metamorphosis, with the blue background fading completely into a pinkish pale ochre tint that took over the area, accentuating the green colour of the vertically applied (blank) 35mm film strip. On top of this blank green, six frames of contact print were applied, which, when viewed from a distance, or superficially, appear as if they were part of the film strip, and this hunch is made stronger by the strip missing from the contact sheet on the next, third panel.

			That green could be the subject of a separate study, with special reference to Miklós Erdély’s 1977 exhibition, the environment Hidden Green. Fortunately, this has been done and is available in English, so I can refer the interested reader to it for details. “The phrase ‘hidden green’ implies that the visitor needs to find something hidden in the space of the environment, namely the green that is both there – illuminating and permeating the entire space – and hidden at the same time. Erdély concealed a green strip of felt behind the feeding station in such a way that it could be found by the visitors. Erdély notes, in this context, that the green strip could also have a disillusioning effect, as it represented an ordinary ‘objectified green’ in a dreamlike space, failing to offer any kind of redemption or earth-shattering profundity” (Hornyik, 2022). In the present work, however, the colour of hope, green metamorphoses into a prominent motif, while the various blues are hidden by the transformation of the material over time. Indigo, cyan, violet and sky blue all disappear – that is, if we mean the same thing by the different colour names.

			“Colours spur us to philosophize” (Wittgenstein 1980, 66e). What is Wittgenstein doing here when the picture features a quote from Jaspers? The Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus was published in Hungarian in 1963 and had a major impact on artists, especially in the conceptual period. Erdély quotes it regularly, but he also paraphrases it without reference, often using irony, as if to twist Wittgenstein’s words. In his notes to his Theses for the Marly Conference of 1980, Erdély writes: “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must speak. Artistic activity can be regarded as a strategy for speaking about the unspeakable” (Kőhalmi 2022, 212). The last sentence of the Marly Theses of 1980, “By speaking of the things of this world, a work of art makes discourse about these things disappear”,13 makes the connection clear. Examining and discussing a work of art that is in the process of partially disappearing, in our case, it can be stated that we must not conceive this work as a puzzle, and we must also face Karl Jaspers.

			5.	Jaspers, ghosts, mediums

			The Jaspers quotation is still a bit of a mystery. At the time, perhaps it did not seem important to inquire about it; one accepted it as a fact since an artwork is no matter of philology. Erdély only read in Hungarian – although, given his wide social network, he presumably could have had help in the translation of any non-Hungarian text if necessary – and philosophical topics might have come up in conversation. Jaspers’ personality and work were present in the Hungarian-language literature of the period, not only in philosophical and religious works but also in the daily press.

			This quotation, as pointed out to me by the translator of the present text, can be traced back to a sentence in Jaspers’ treatise on The Origin and Goal of History, although its original meaning differs from the Hungarian version in Erdély’s work.14

			Under socialism, quotations placed in public spaces were of great importance, usually appearing in white letters on red background, followed by the names of Marx, Engels or Lenin (and Stalin at one time). Here we read the quotation on blue-grey copy-paper, as if it had been torn from somewhere and pasted here. Owing to the work’s montage character, this text is only one of its – albeit titular – elements, and the work is full of other non-verbal quotations, the deciphering of which is also problematic sometimes. The original source of the three photographs depicting mediums and the six frames on the filmstrip on the first two panels is obviously a book by Albert von Schrenck-Notzing. The small image on panel four has been reproduced from elsewhere, with the trace of a raster indicative of a newspaper photograph and a tear that somehow links it to the paper bearing the quotation. The other photographs are certainly the artist’s own.

			The reproductions of panel one are photographs of two mediums, Stanislawa P. above and Eva C. below, more precisely, photographs taken from Schrenck-Notzing.15 The one on the left was enlarged onto the top third of the photo paper, the spots on the rest of the paper give the impression of a faint photogram or chemigram. On the left side of panel two, this reproduction is also browned by now, the medium is again Eva C., with a “teleplasm” above her head with a clearly visible face on it, larger than her head. A close-up view of the contact strip pasted onto the film strip shows pages reproduced from the book in question, with the hands holding the book visible and thus engaging in a special relationship with the two larger, almost identical, presumably female (left) hands with rings on the right. This image pair is obviously related to the two almost identical images on panel four on account of their size, repetition and slight variation. They are also related to Erdély’s series of conceptual photographs, which were made to accompany his Theses on the Theory of Repetition and Studies in the Theory of Identification, and of which several versions are known.

			The different elements of the montage communicate with each other, and even a kind of retraction of the title text takes place, as it is repeated twice, barely visible, almost irreproducible, written on indigo – in the first case, pasted partially on the black image of panel three, typewritten in small letters: “man is not perfect”. Who took the pasted photographs, and what Miklós Erdély might have had to do with spiritualism? (Kőhalmi 2022, 300) – these puzzles are impossible to solve without some knowledge of family history.

			6.	Materia. Materiality. Materializations

			Probably the most important document on Erdély’s conscious use of materials is his lecture on the exhibition of his 1980 installation In Memory of the Council of Chalcedon, which is fortunately also available in English (Spieker 2017): “I will read some of the meanings that may be attached to the materials employed. The tarpaper: insulating material. Paper used to winterize buildings. Here used to signify empty space, the nature of being buried – thus, it also means earth, soil – death, nothingness. Arranged in the form of a cross, the two kinds of nothingness: before birth and after death, as an axis of coordinates and the cross of ignorance. The matzoh: bread, body, Jewishness, papyrus, layers of time, the dimensions of time, being thrown into time, shouldering sacrifice, suffering, enduring inequities. Lead: gravitation, the letter, lead type, law, related to gold, the weight of the cross, the nail, the hoop, paganism, the liquid mirror, the heat of hell, the silver of the sarcophagus. Glass: water, timelessness, rest, fragility, muteness, transparency; or opacity when laid on the ground. Telex paper: roll, turning over, heredity, the blue smile of the sky, the lack of information, 100% redundancy. The endless series of decimals that fades off: the counter-motion of consciousness, and as such, a realistic human portrayal. Why do I work with these materials? I have been working for some time now with four of them. These are: tarpaper, matzoh, glass and telex paper – the roll of carbon paper [Tr. note: Indigo, in Hungarian]. Lead is the one new material here. There is also an inscription here: ‘The universe is 99.99% redundant,’ where the 9’s are successively paler, and – as I have just said, here another dimension executes a countermotion, which causes the fading. Thus, we may understand this to mean that everything in the universe that is not redundant causes this percentage to fade”.16

			Of the materials listed, tar, glass and lead are also used by other artists, but matzoh and the special types of copying paper (indigo, telex paper and blueprint) are unique, at least I could not find any examples of these materials even in Monika Wagner’s book (Wagner 2013).

			The materiality of the photograph has become apparent simultaneously with the emergence of the digital world, so that today it is no longer, or not only, a “flyer-like image” (Flusser 1983/2000, 84), superficial information, but the analogue photograph has also become interesting as an object, as a thing. The third page of the work displays a mutilated contact sheet of a roll of exposed film (normally 36 frames). The cut-out parts are material information, as is the discolouration resulting from insufficient chemical treatment. Also, the footage numbers at the perforations indicate that the strips were not placed under each other in the order they were made, but possibly by chance. Closely observed, the images reveal spontaneous actions in a garden, and these can be partially dated, circa 1969-1970. The author, Miklós Erdély, can be seen in the photos, and it is obvious that the photos were taken (at least in part) by his eldest son, György Erdély.

			The three vertically aligned images to the right of it are peculiar photograms. Three ghost images, I might say. Placed on the screen of the television set, which at that time was still cathode-ray tube type and broadcasted a black and white image, the photo paper captured an impression of the TV programme, which in the top image is the clock that the Hungarian television broadcasted as either a signal to show the exact time or instead of an intermission sign. These are evidently negative images, given that the lighter parts of the image blacken the photo paper, and depending on whether the light-sensitive surface of the paper was turned towards the screen, they may or may not be reversed, so it is either four o’clock or eight o’clock. In the bottom two pictures, the images of the TV news anchors or announcers, the talking heads, act as profane Veils of Veronica. Imperfect fixation: developing, fixing and washing deviates from correct use, fails to follow the factory recipe book, and thus works against durability, against what can be called ideal conditions. The result is visible over time – today – although the process of disappearance takes much longer than the instantaneity of television images.

			7.	Original, copy, reproduction

			“This whole indigo/carbon copy thing goes back to the fact that I wanted to examine this, the representative nature of art, ad absurdum. […] My first idea was to make two sand dunes, covered in lime like at construction sites – this in an exhibition space, two perfectly identical sand dunes. See, there is a magic to when randomly two things side by side turn out to be perfectly identical. […] I sought out things in the world that were very similar, like drinking glasses – industrial duplicates. First, there were these twins; every random thing always has a magical effect. Then the photographs of mediums, and images of phantoms… There was an exhibition that preceded the book Repetition in Art…17. […] There is one more point of contact between phantom images and the avant-garde. Séances… and happenings. The piece entitled Séance and Happening in Klaus Groh’s book.18 I saw a similarity in the spirit of these two endeavours. Another thing that interests me is the phantom image as reproduction, because it’s a completely different kind of reproduction than we generally know. Its edges are ragged… it is perfectly produced in some places but not in others… this is an unknown kind of representation. It actually seems like the whole thing comes from profound experience… and the attention… it actually does resemble the way attention works – focusing on something of someone, but not at all on the rest. […] It is like a lovely… Csontváry,19 as if Csontváry painted this… looks a lot like one of the better Csontvárys...” (Peternák 1991).

				The reproduction used on the fourth picture of Seance and Happening (Stanislawa P., with a strange shape on the forehead resembling a hand or glove) is identical to the image on panel one of the present work, although the enlargement is inverted and partially covered by the cardboard shirt insert pasted on it.

			We can add another authorial comment: “What I call avant-garde is constantly engaged in disturbing the magical, the magical in the old sense, the classical scientific thinking of old times. The preparation of consciousness for mystical, new realizations is the present task of art. I think what I do is exclusively focused on this” (Peternák 1991).

			8.	Coda

			When I addressed this piece on an earlier occasion (Peternák 2014, 105-106), I was not prepared for such a change in the colour of blueprints and certainly not prepared for how much this change would impact interpretation based on perception. When I read that text today, I can still see the original version of the work, and I can see almost none of what today’s museum visitors would see. In conclusion, it is perhaps worth examining this phenomenon.

			The relevant part of the previous text takes the conceptual elements of the work, and Jaspers’ quote on the picture as its point of departure, claiming that the key motif is that the piece… “draws a relation between the ideal as the level of perfection and the human as ‘imperfect’ creature. […] What does it mean that something perfectly reveals its imperfection, that it arrives at the idea that no ‘ideal’ can possibly exist, and how does it achieve it? […] The individual pieces of the montage series show elements that are self-identical and partially repeated […] The primary connection is, however, created by the sense of perishability connoted by the brown hue: while a reproduction only provides a vague reference, as compared to the ephemeral and ideal original, the only way to capture it is material realization (together with all its eventualities).

			The ‘cost’ of an imperfect yet extant copy is inescapable deterioration. Human desire for the ideal (its origin, destination and supposed perfection, etc.), which would show humankind’s own essence, makes them realize their own barriers as human beings. Proceeding forward through levels of increasing not-knowing, human beings are confronted with their own ‘decay’ in time. The attainable result, the fleeting flashes of the essence and the light of momentary illuminations also reveal the endpoint of destiny as unavoidable reality, which is identical with time prior to the beginning. The time in between is, in fact, an experiment to communicate with this transcendental quality – with meagre tools and methods. The last piece of the series reveals the material aspect of these modes, irradiating the tragedy of communication: the qualities of black”.

			What can still be said today: the disappearance of the four blues from the pictures, azure, wild pigeon blue, cyan, sky blue as well as indigo, whatever these colour names may evoke, has an effect as if the sky has turned cloudy in the background. The effect of the changed colours is a complete change in the mood of the work. And as the author considers this piece to be more of a visual than a conceptual work, this change in the condition of the work is not at all indifferent. It is, therefore, acceptable that new viewers and new interpreters, comparing the present state of the work with my analysis above, would either not understand it or would find it unacceptable. There is a single faint blue surface reminiscent of the colour scheme that once existed, but the most pronounced element of the current colourfulness of the series is the vertical green band in panel two, which previously almost blended into the blue of the background. Perhaps, only the last panel, no. 4, remains intact. But this phenomenon cannot be said to be alien to the intention of the author, who must have been aware of the properties of the materials used and, as we have seen in his treatment of the photographs, was not against constant transformation.

			A special relationship has been established between the phenomena of images that appear because of the manipulation of spiritualistic mediums and those that disappear over time because of changes ‘programmed’ into the material by technical media. For researchers of the paranormal, it was the making of the photograph that provided the proof that some occurrence had taken place. The snapshot showed a one-off impression of an experience that was uncontrollable as a process; that is, the photo made it publishable, publicly visible and examinable. The reproductions of the present work captured, over a longer time span, a transformation that was so slow as to be untraceable to the naked eye, by making the photographic traces of each state comparable. Which is the original work? Usually, these questions arise after the removal of layers that have accumulated over the centuries and caused the original colours to darken, after the restoration of the original colours (Sistine Chapel). In our case, restoration is not possible, but the disappearance of the original colours is accompanied by the appearance of new ones, and the possibility of comparing photos capturing different conditions from different periods adds an exciting dimension to the fertile uncertainty that is the aura of all important works, constantly creating the possibility of new interpretations, which is the true life of the artwork.

			Today, when the spirit world is a quotidian experience, because through our media we watch and listen to people we have never seen and cannot even be sure whether they really exist, this work, with its ragged edges, its ephemeral and changing imagery, its fragility, its single brief verbal message, is perhaps an experience not without benefits.
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						1.	Biographical overview: Beke 2008, and Monoskop: https://monoskop.org/Miklós_Erdély Writings, documents in English: https://artpool.hu/Erdely/EMcontent.html and Spieker, 2017.
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