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Best known for his fiercely trenchant prints and drawings of the 1930s, 
Hungarian-American artist Hugo Gellert was an extraordinarily influential 
figure in American art of the early twentieth century, (figure 1, see page 
101) Gellert was extremely prolific artistically, and, as a member of the 
American Communist Party (CPUSA) notoriously active politically. 
Though born in Budapest, Gellert spent most of his entire long life in the 
United States. He is rightly considered an American artist, however, 
Gellert's connections to his mother country remained deep and complex. 

Hugo Gellert was born Hugo Griinbaum on 3 May 1892, the 
eldest child of the tailor Adolf Griinbaum and Katicza (Schwartz) 
Griinbaum.1 A working class Jewish family, the Griinbaums lived at 
Magyar utca 25, in the Jewish, industrial neighborhood of IJjpest, [New 
Pest, since 1950 the Fourth District] on the outskirts of Budapest, 
Hungary.2 Both Adolf and Katicza came to the city from villages in the 
Hungarian countryside, Adolf from Zempleny County to the northeast (in 
present day Slovakia), and Katicza from the Lake Balaton region to the 
southwest. It appears that in the late 1890s Adolf and his young family 
joined Katicza's family and Adolf 's brother Hermann in downtown 
Budapest on Kazinczy utca, in the Pest Jewish Triangle.3 

Gellert attended public school at the Lovag utca gimnazium, a few 
blocks from home. There he made his earliest connection between art and 
revolution, recalling that "Professor Kiel was my history teacher. He 
lectured with special enthusiasm about the Renaissance of the 15th 

Century and about the Hungarian Revolution of 1848-49 and its poet, 
Petofi."4 



The family remained in the Pest Jewish Triangle while Adolf 
Griinbaum made his way to the Netherlands in the autumn of 1905. From 
Rotterdam, on 7 October, 1905 the forty-one year old tailor crossed the 
Atlantic on the Noordam to the United States, arriving in New York ten 
days later on the 17th.5 He soon sent for the family, who arrived early in 
1906. Many Hungarian citizens made the similar decisions to emigrate 
around this time. In fact the Grtinbaums came to America during height 
of Hungarian immigration, between 1900-1910, when some 311,682 
immigrants from Hungary arrived in the United States.6 The Griinbaums 
settled in Yorkville, a neighborhood on the Upper East Side of Manhattan 
that had a significant Hungarian immigrant population.7 The family soon 
anglicized the name to Greenbaum. However, rather than Americanize the 
name even further to Green, for instance, as did many Jewish immigrants, 
they Magyarized it. The name became the distinctly Hungarian "Gellert," 
perhaps in reference to Gellert Hill in Budapest. It appears that Hugo was 
the first to officially use the new name instead of Greenbaum. In 1909 he 
registered as a student at the School of the National Academy of Design 
as "Hugo Gellert," while his father was still using Greenbaum as late as 
1915, when Adolf Greenbaum, tailor, was listed in the New York City 
Directory at 336 E. 82nd Street. 

Gellert began his education at the National Academy by attending 
classes in drawing from antique casts. He was admitted to the program 
the following year and remained until the spring of 1914. During this 
period he won a noteworthy total of nine awards, four of which included 
cash prizes. Though he did not win the prestigious seven-hundred-dollar 
Ella Mooney Travel Scholarship awarded to the most advanced pupils 
such as Maurice Sterne (1905) and Leon Kroll (1909), Gellert used the 
one-hundred-forty-five dollars in prize money as his own travel 
scholarship. Hoping to continue his academic training, Gellert intended to 
enroll in the Academie Julian in Paris when it re-opened after the 
summer. As he recalled: 

I thought I would go to visit my relatives in Hungary. Not 
having money I started out on foot. I got as far as Strasbourg at 
the German border. There I took a train to Munich, and from 
Munich to Vienna and from Vienna on a boat down the Danube 
to Budapest. Then as I arrived in Budapest, news came that war 
had broken out between the monarchy and Serbia.8 



Gellert stayed with his aunt, uncle and cousins, as Budapest began 
the painful transformation from splendid, thriving capital city to home 
front. While he was there the family endured a scare when they received 
a telegram from the army. Gellert described how his uncle 's hands shook 
trying to open it. Expecting the worst, he was relieved when it simply 
informed him that his son would be passing through Budapest on his way 
to the Eastern front. However, in the winter of 1915, after Gellert returned 
to New York, he learned that his cousin had died from frostbite while 
stationed in the Carpathian Mountains. 

According to Gellert, he became involved with Socialism at this 
time through his younger brother Ernest and the Hungarian-American 
workers ' movement. He participated in the events, outings, and picnics at 
the Elore Cultural Club, which was formed in 1909 around the socialist, 
Hungarian-language newspaper Elore [Forward].9 Soon he began 
contributing drawings to Elore Kepes Folyoirat [Forward Illustrated 
Journal], Elore's Sunday cultural supplement. The first six covers feature 
his drawings. 

Gellert 's debut Elore Kepes Folyoirat cover on the 23 January 
1916 issue depicted a society lady with a little dog in her arms entering a 
building as a black doorman holds open the door. Observing this is a poor 
newsboy, whose thoughts are revealed in the caption below. "De szeret-
nek kis kutya lenni! [Boy, would I like to be a little dog]." (figure 2, p. 
102) Using the naive remarks of poor children to reveal their dire 
conditions was a popular formula in cartoons published in the radical 
journal The Masses. See, for instance, Alice Beach Winter 's drawing of 
an impoverished girl walking past a wealthy mother, infant, and young, 
wavy-haired, Lord Fauntleroy-type boy in the January 1913 issue of The 
Masses. The girl, misunderstanding the boy's clothing style, thinks "He 
ain't got no stockin's, he 's poorer nor [sic.] me." Another example is Art 
Young ' s October 1911 drawing of two indigent city kids looking at the 
night sky. The caption reads "Observation De Luxe. Young Poet: 'Gee 
Annie, look at the stars! They're as thick as bedbugs. '" 

Yet, if Gellert's message was modeled on the social reformist 
Masses illustrations, his fluid style and facile draftsmanship was not. 
Compared with the rough aesthetic of Stuart Davis' Masses work such as 
his deliberately unsophisticated June 1913 "Gee, Mag, Think of us Bein' 
on a Magazine Cover!," or Maurice Becker's ill-mannered, May 1916 
Harbinger of Spring, Gellert's aesthetic is more polished and refined. 
Where Davis and Becker were looking to their Ashcan School mentors 



John Sloan and Robert Henri, Gellert was responding more to European 
models. Perhaps he had seen the late 19th century French journal La 
Revue Blanche. Aesthetically his work is evocative of the graphics 
published in it by Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Pierre Bonnard, and 
especially Felix Vallotton. 

After this first Elore Kepes Folyoirat cover, Gellert embarked on 
a series that addressed the war. On the 30 January, 1916 cover, a soldier 
stands over his vanquished enemy and prepares to deliver the coup de 
grace with his bayonet. The prostrate one holds the end of the victor's 
rifle. "Miert?" [Why?], the question printed at the bottom of the page, 
could be read as a plea. Yet the standing soldier's body language 
indicates a moment of indecision as if he also asks it of himself. 
Ultimately, since there is no clear indication of which soldier represents 
right and which represents wrong, it is meant to prompt the viewer to 
question the war itself. Similarly, the 6 February, 1916 cover also pointed 
to the futility of the war. Captioned Haboru utdn [After War], it is a 
domestic scene showing a young woman in traditional peasant dress 
spoon-feeding her invalid, armless husband, while their daughter stares 
blankly into space. Perhaps his most powerful anti-war statement was the 
20 February, 1916 cover, Militarizmus: "Te kellesz nekem [Militarism: "I 
Want You"] in which the specter of conscription emerges from the 
shadows to reach for a terrified schoolboy. 

After these covers, Gellert stopped contributing to Elore Kepes 
Folyoirat until late in 1920. The reason he stopped when he did is 
unclear. It may have been in part because in the spring of 1916 Gellert 
himself became involved with The Masses. In his own words, "I picked 
up two of my black-and-white drawings and took them down to The 
Masses, because they were against the war, as I was. When the next issue 
appeared, it had my drawings and I became a regular contributor."10 

Strangely, however, in his Masses designs Gellert moved away 
f rom the overtly social themes of war and poverty. When compared to the 
Elore Kepes Folyoirat covers and especially to the confrontational, 
political art for which he became known during the 1920s and 1930s, 
Gellert 's Masses drawings may seem incongruent. He explained, 

I was a purist. I only made artistic... drawings at first. It took 
me some time before I made cartoons. I... made cartoons for 
the Hungarian paper because I thought that was suitable for a 
newspaper... [The Masses,] that was an art magazine so my 



works were artistic. It was called a magazine of art and 
literature and I still believed that art was one thing and a 
cartoon was another." 

Yet his decorative works are by no means conservative. Within them are 
echoes of tum-of-the-century Hungarian revolutionary nationalism, which 
strove to articulate an indigenous expression that was distinct f rom the 
Neoclassical Austrian Imperial style. Looking at Gellert's drawings from 
the 1910s and early 1920s it becomes clear just how much he was a 
product of this "Golden Age" of Hungarian culture. Budapest 's 
tremendous growth during the 19th century provided sufficient foundation 
for a thriving intellectual culture in the 1890s. By the 1896 millennial 
celebrations, marking the 1000th anniversary of the Magyar tribe's 
settlement of the Carpathian basin, artists, architects and designers of the 
avant-garde had begun to theorize and produce work that rejected the 
dominant culture. Receptive to international modernism, the Hungarian 
avant-garde looked towards the French Art Nouveau and the Viennese 
Secession as paradigms of anti-academicism. Yet, in their pursuit of an 
independent, specifically Hungarian identity, they imbued these designs 
with forms derived from Flungarian folk art. 

Significantly, in numerous early drawings, Gellert used the theme 
of a deer hunt, which was important in pagan Hungarian mythology, 
(figure 3, page 103) This theme is found in some of the most ancient 
legends that describe the origin of the Hungarian, or Magyar people. 
During the nationalistic fin de siecle the revival of the deer hunt motif 
functioned as code for Hungarian autonomy. It was prevalent on 
monuments and public projects such as Alajos Strobl's 1898-1904 
Fountain of King Matthais in the inner courtyard of the Buda Castle, and 
Sandor Nagy's fagade decorations of Istvan Medgyaszay's 1908 Theater 
of Veszprem, about fifty miles south of Budapest. Similarly, the 
influential, avant-garde architect Odon Lechner revived vernacular forms 
f rom Transylvanian architecture. Remarking on the aesthetic similarities 
between these and the modernist, Art Nouveau designs, he incorporated 
them in a number of high-profile projects in the 1890s such as the 
Museum of Applied Arts and the Geological Institute. Lechner 's pupil 
Bela Lajta took these ideas to a new level. In his designs of the 1910s, 
Latja referred to the repetitive, geometric, patterns of traditional 
Hungarian applied arts — such as chip carving, weaving, and embroidery 
— as decorative details on his buildings. When Gellert visited Budapest 



in the summer of 1914, Latja's status was at its height. Gellert could have 
seen Lat ja ' s Jewish Institute for the Blind (1908) on Mexikoi Street, the 
Jewish Infirmary for Incurable Patients (1911) on Amerikai Street, and, in 
his old neighborhood, the Istvan Szechenyi Secondary School (1912) on 
Vas Street, as well as the Center of the Orthodox Jewish Religious 
Community on Kazinczy Street, designed by Latja followers, the brothers 
Bela and Sandor Loffler. All of these buildings feature facades illustrated 
with highly stylized, geometric reliefs that synthesize vernacular traditions 
and the modernist idiom. Gellert 's similarly used decorative border 
devices to set off a modernized folk motif in much of his graphic art of 
the 1910s and early 1920s. 

Through his association with Elore Kepes Folyoirat, Eldre, its 
successor Uj Elore [New Forward], and even The Masses, and The 
Liberator, the magazine that began publication after The Masses was 
forced to fold, Gellert would have been exposed to more overt political 
statements by the radical artists of the Hungarian avant-garde, such as the 
poet and impresario Lajos Kassak, as well as Mihaly Biro, Sandor 
Bortnyik, Gyula Derkovitz, Janos Tabor, and Bela Uitz who advocated 
political as well as aesthetic revolution. United in opposition to the war, 
their agenda was to create a new art in service of international socialism. 
At war ' s end they supported the short-lived Hungarian Communist regime 
of 1919 led by Bela Kun, though Kassak and a number of others 
eventually came into conflict with it. To reach the working class, as well 
as intellectuals the avant-garde advocated the media of mass production, 
particularly the poster and the little magazine. Kassak declared that 
painters should learn from the poster artist: 

We desire with all our hearts that just as the poster is a 
magnificent compliment to the modern town, the picture too 
should fill our room with a life outside us, one that subdues all 
industrial objects; and as posters jostle for position on the 
colorful hoardings with their stubborn, world-shattering zest, so 
let pictures vie with each other in today's musty and soporific 
exhibitions!12 

Gellert followed social, political and cultural developments in Hungary. 
He was aware of the radical avant-garde, and Kassak's journal Ma 
[Today], published from November 1916 to June 1925.13 Yet, Gellert was 
most likely first introduced to Kassak's writings before MA was 
published. In March 1916 Elore Kepes Folyoirat published Kassak's 



modernist narrative of childhood, A rossz emlekek kooziil [From Among 
the Bad Memories], which told the story of a free-spirited woman who 
rented a room in the home of the narrator's family. Elore Kepes Folyoirat 
and its successor Uj Elore continued to feature Kassak's poetry 
throughout the late 1910s and early 1920s.14 Significantly, these journals 
also published Hungarian translations of articles and drawings by Gellert 's 
colleagues f rom The Liberator, such as "A kultura szerepe a munkas-
tdrsadalomban' [The role of culture in working class society] by Mike 
G o l d " and Maurice Becker's ironic cartoon A porosz militarizmus a 
szabadsag foldjen (Prussian militarism in the land of freedom).16 

Furthermore, through these journals Gellert would have been able 
to see reproductions of Hungarian revolutionary art. The 28 December, 
1919 Elore Kepes Folyoirat reproduced Uitz' agitational poster Voros 
Katonak Elore [Red Soldiers Forward]. But examples of Hungarian 
Activist art and literature were not limited to the Hungarian-language 
press. In the summer of 1919, the journalist Crystal Eastman was invited 
to Hungary to report on Bela Kun's Communist republic, which seized 
power from the post-war liberal-pacifist Karolyi government that March. 
As the third Communist revolution following the Russian revolution and 
the failed German Spartakist revolt, Hungary was seen as a domino that 
could launch a revolutionary chain reaction in Europe. Appearing in the 
August, 1919 Liberator magazine, Eastman's "In Communist Hungary" 
explained the inner workings of Kun's revolutionary government, and 
described in detail agitational posters in situ in the Budapest streets. 

The revolutionary placards are all red, almost wholly one color. 
They are everywhere, on every street — enormous sheets many 
of them, some good drawings some bad; very daring and 
simple; all emphatically modern. One is a great bold red figure 
running with a flag — "To Arms!" There is a soldier charging 
with a bayonet — "He who is not with us is against us!" "Save 
the Proletariat," "Defend the Revolution," "Join the Red 
Guard!" — these are the phrases repeated again and again — 
but never a word about Hungary, never a note of nationalist 
appeal.17 

Non-Hungarian-speaking Americans would have had an opportunity to see 
one such poster before Eastman's vivid description in the Liberator. The 
cover of the July 1916 Masses featured Mihaly Biro's red, sledgehammer-
wielding figure, which he used repeatedly in a number of graphic 



projects. An unused 1920s Gellert gouache study intended for a Liberator 
cover depicting a nude red man with a sledgehammer, is likely a response 
to this image or to Biro's numerous variations on this theme, (figure 4, 
page 104.) Similarly, Gellert's cartoon Just a Look In is compositionally 
and conceptually similar to Biro's 1919 poster for the radical political 
newspaper Politika (Politics).18 Both picture a tremendous workingman 
looming over the diminutive domes of government buildings that house 
the heads of state. In Biro's case the revolutionary behemoth easily lifts 
the distinctive neo-gothic roof of the turn-of-the-century Hungarian 
Parliament building. He literally overpowers the obstruction — 
symbolized by the architecture of an empire at the height of its pre-war 
power — in order to shed light on the formerly inaccessible space. In 
Gellert 's drawing the enormous proletarian expresses his wish to look 
inside the United States Capitol. But, because his class does not yet 
control the machinery of government, the Capitol dome remains a barrier. 
Throughout his career Gellert continued to find inspiration in Biro's 
posters. He used the artist's 1912 anti-war poster A haboru borzalmai 
ellen... [Against the Horrors of War] as the source for a lithograph in his 
1933 portfolio Karl Marx Capital in Pictures. In each image a uniformed 
skeleton heaves a shovelfull of tiny figures, who it has just scooped up 
f rom the crowd at his feet, into the back of a cannon. 

Gellert's activity with the Elore Cultural Club led to experiments 
with design for the performing arts. At the beginning of the war in 
Europe the Hungarian playwright and journalist Andor Garvai became 
stranded in the United States. Under Garvai's guidance, the Club 's theater 
grew from an amateur troupe staging one act plays into a professional 
organization, which performed in New York and in the industrial New 
Jersey towns that had large Hungarian communities. Gellert designed and 
painted the sets and Garvai directed the plays. "As master of ceremonies," 
Gellert recalled, Garvai "was also without equal. Between the acts while 
we transformed the stage, he amused the audience."19 Playwrights of the 
group included Lajos Egri and Francis Faragoh, who would become a 
Hollywood screenwriter in the 1930s, working on such films as Little 
Caesar (1930) and Frankenstein (1931). 

Though none of Gellert's sets from these productions survives, 
during the early 1920s he illustrated a published version of Faragoh's 
one-act play, The Plug in the Hole, (figure 5, page 105) These abstract 
ink drawings relate to Gellert's friend Louis Lozowick's contemporaneous 
black and white mechanical abstractions inspired by Russian Construe-



tivist El Lissitzky. Moreover, they are evocative of Kassak's geometric 
MA covers. 

Gellert pursued a more complex project with his set designs for 
Egri 's eight-act play Hakuba and Hekuba (c. 1923, translated into English 
by Faragoh). The title referred to the twin countries Hakuba and Hekuba, 
whose inhabitants live for only twenty-four hours. Everyone wears "small 
clockworks in the region of the abdomen. These clocks indicate the 
amount of air consumed and the number of steps taken by the 
individual."21' Inspectors stop each citizen after every fifteen steps to read 
these meters and collect walking and breathing tax. Though the customs, 
religion, and language of the Hakubanians and the Hekubanians are 
identical, their fierce nationalism destines them to go to war.21 Imre 
Szabo, a stranger to both lands arrives in Hakuba and lives among the 
populace. Because he sees no difference between them and the Hekuban-
ians, Imre tries to convince them all to live in harmony. For this he is 
ostracized, jailed, and sentenced to death as a traitor in a decree that 
proclaimed that he 

attempted to incite to revolt against the Government, law, order 
and the constitution; furthermore, that he had demanded equal 
rights for all; furthermore, that he had sought to hinder our just 
war against the dastardly oppressors of our country; 
furthermore, that he had thus given aid to the enemy by calling 
upon the people to refuse payment of special taxes...22 

Though influenced by Constructivism, Hakuba and Hekuba does not 
present machinery as the liberator of the working class, as an entirely 
Constructivist work would have. Rather, like German Expressionist 
dramas of the late 1910s and early 1920s (and films later in the decade 
such as Fritz Lang's 1927 Metropolis), the ruling class was shown 
controlling the means of production, and machinery was presented as a 
source of oppression for the working class. 

It is unknown whether the play was ever performed or whether 
Gellert 's sets were constructed, but three gouache studies exist, indicating 
his ideas for the Hakuba and Hekuba sets. According to Egri 's 
instructions, the curtain rises on Scene I revealing an old, white-haired 
bespectacled scientist inserting a cogwheel into the chest of a female 
figure on an operating table. "About him there are other wheels, too, of 
various sizes and shapes, and there are minute springs and intricate bits of 
delicate machinery.. ."2 3 Gellert's solution was a large standing pressure 



gage in the foreground in front of an array of cogwheels and steel beams, 
or crane arms, all within a triangular outline indicating the sloped walls of 
an attic garret, (figure 6, page 106.) Though Gellert 's design is two-
dimensional in format and it is unclear if he intended the sets to exist as 
stationary backdrops or as three-dimensional environments with moving 
parts, the cogs and beams bring to mind Liubov Popova's innovative 
1922 moving sets for Vsevolod Meyerhold's production of Fernand 
Crommelynck's The Magnanimous Cuckhold. 

Political events in Hungary led Gellert to take a more direct 
political direction in his art. On 1 August 1919, after a mere 133 days in 
power, Bela Kun's Hungarian Soviet Republic fell. It had been severely 
weakened by internal opposition and external aggression. Within Hungary, 
the peasant class, as well as the bourgeoisie, initially enthused by the 
liberal post-Hapsburg reforms, resisted the anti-religious propaganda, 
appropriation of family savings, and the nationalization of all businesses 
and rural estates. As a result of this popular unrest the advancing 
Romanian army met little resistance. 

In the wake of the collapse of the Hungarian Soviet Republic the 
leaders of the two dominant counter-revolutionary factions, former 
Austro-Hungarian admiral Miklos Horthy and aristocratic Count Istvan 
Bethlen, filled the power vacuum. In March 1920, with the tacit backing 
of the military, Parliament elected Horthy as "Regent" of the Kingdom of 
Hungary — newly purged as it was of communist, and even liberal, ideas 
and tendencies. In June Hungary was forced to sign the Versailles peace 
treaty according to the terms of which the nation lost two thirds of its 
pre-war territory and 60 percent of its pre-war population to Austria, 
Romania, and the new states of Czecho-Slovakia, and Yugoslavia. By 
September the numerus clausus law was enacted, limiting the number of 
Jews in institutions of higher learning to their proportion of the 
population. Count Michael Karolyi, former President of the post-war, pre-
Kun liberal Hungarian Republic explained that this policy was based on a 
belief, commonly held in contemporary Hungary, that Jews alone had 
been responsible for Bolshevik excesses in 1919. He added: 

The Horthy anti-Semites have an adage, which they apply 
indiscriminately and bitterly — "Every Bolshevik is a Jew and 
every Jew is a Bolshevik." And because the country was 
terrified by the "Red Menace," because they feared Bela Kun, 
who was also a Jew and a Communist, the Jew became and is 
the scapegoat of their hatred.24 



The following year, in April 1921, Horthy appointed Bethlen 
prime minister, completing the transformation of the Hungarian 
government to right wing nationalism. This conversion from a Bolshevik-
style revolutionary government to ultra-conservatism deeply troubled the 
American left, especially Hungarian-American leftists like Gellert, who 
had expressed opposition to Horthy since the Admiral rose to power. 
Gellert 's full-page cartoon Magyaroszag 1920-ban [Hungary in 1920] 
depicting Horthy as a vulture perched over a bound and wounded young 
man representing Hungary, appeared in Elore Kepes Folydirat in 
December 1920. New Masses, the Communist cultural journal Gellert co-
founded in 1926, labeled Horthy "Hungary's Bloody Mary," and 
published editorials condemning the admiral 's "reign of terror" which 
"managed to kill off, or imprison, or exile, or shut up, intimidate, and 
castrate every decent contemporary exponent of the arts and sciences" in 
Hungary.2 ' ' A call to action came in the spring of 1927, when Hungary 
began treaty negotiations with Mussolini's Fascist Italy. New Masses 
reported that upon his return from Rome, Bethlen declared "my 
government will undertake in the immediate future a thorough study of 
the fascist system, especially its social aspects. . .we shall adopt those 
fascist reforms which have been tested and found practicable."26 

With a number of other Hungarian immigrants, including the 
novelist Emery Balint, Rabbi Dr. Samuel Buchler (President of the 
Federation of Hungarian Jews), and the artist Wanda Gag, Gellert 
organized the Anti-Horthy League. 27 As the Hungarian American 
Communist paper Amerikai Magyar Szo [Hungarian American Word] later 
recounted, 

this League was organized on March 15, 1927, with 136 
delegates from 36 Hungarian American societies present. The 
work of organizing was carried out by ELORE (Forward), one 
of our paper's ancestors, in that movement which carried on a 
ceaseless struggle against Horthy type gangsters and to open 
their base deeds to American opinion. And also to hinder the 
building of political and economic support among Hungarian 
Americans by Horthy's agents.28 

To be sure, the Communists played a vital role in the League, but 
it was not a Communist, or even a specifically political organization per 
se. Rabbi Buchler sought to distinguish his group from the Communist 



element when he declared his resentment at "being treated like a 
Bolshevik!"29 As Gellert described it, 

the overwhelming majority in the Anti-Horthy League [was] 
made up of sick and benevolent societies, cultural societies, 
athletic clubs, singing societies and even semi religious 
organizations. They [were] non-political in character and the 
common bond, which [united] them all under the banner of the 
Anti-Horthy league [was] their hatred for the Horthy regime 
and their hatred of Fascism as an international menace.30 

This organized "hatred of Fascism" coalesced around a specific event in 
the fall of 1927. The Horthy government presented the city of New York 
with a gift of friendship, a monument to Lajos Kossuth, leader of the 
1848 Hungarian revolution against the Austrian monarchy. On 5 
November , workmen broke ground on the site in Riverside Park at 113th 

street amid ceremonies that included a procession from Yorkville to 
Riverside Drive of one thousand traditionally costumed Hungarians, gypsy 
music, and speeches by Senator Royal Copeland, Congressman Fiorello 
LaGuardia and Hungarian dignitaries. The Anti-Horthy League attempted 
to distribute pamphlets and incite antagonism toward the Hungarian 
Regent . As a result, 

several blows were struck by policemen when the anti-Horthy-
ites offered resistance in being driven from the meeting. The 
handbills, which they sought to distribute, called attention to a 
protest meeting at the Yorkville Casino, 210 East Eighty-sixth 
Street.31 

At that meeting Gellert "charged that the Hungarian Government [was] 
supporting persecutions and granted no liberties."32 The irony of the 
conservative Horthy regime erecting a statute to Kossuth the liberal refor-
mer was not lost even on some non-communists. Buchler remarked, "the 
idea of a monarchical Government, which is still persecuting Jews and 
which in no way embodies the principles of Kossuth, taking a part in the 
erection of the statue, is a joke." New Masses offered this explanation: 

The gesture is calculated to produce two results: one is that the 
poor Hungarian workingmen of his country, blinded by the 
glorious name, will fork up the shekels; the other, that the 



American bankers will so much more readily cock their eyes in 
the direction of Hungary.34 

The following spring, when a group of three to five hundred Hungarian 
delegate "pilgrims" arrived in New York to dedicate the monument, the 
Anti-Horthy League was more prepared to confront them with a show of 
defiance intended to draw attention to the "oppression" they perceived to 
exist in Hungary of the mid- to late-1920s. As the ship carrying the 
delegation from Hungary reached the pier, the Anti-Horthy League 
confronted it with an organized protest that delayed the disembarkation 
for hours. The demonstration continued peacefully until "a flashbulb 
exploded in the hands of an American photographer and the police 
believed a bomb exploded, the waiting crowd [believed] that the police 
threw something into the crowd. A riot broke out, the police began to 
f ight . " 0 Eventually the Horthy delegates "came down the freight elevator, 
jumped into taxis and buses and went to their hotel where other 
Hungarians picketed, bearing Gellert's placards, protesting the Hejjas 
[sic.] lads and other sins of the Horthy regime."36 

The next day, as the delegation attended events in the city they 
were again met by Anti-Horthy League protests. According to the New 
York Times, "the city sent forth such an army of its blue clad soldiers of 
peace that any possibly contemplated disturbance developed no further 
than the silent circulation of Anti-Horthy handbills."37 But the following 
day at the dedication of the statue in Riverside Park, an elaborate 
disturbance did develop. Gellert and novelist Charles Yale Harrison 
"made arrangements with an ace pilot of the war to fly (them) over the 
unveiling ceremony." Gellert recalled that they "arrived in New Jersey 
with a bundle of leaflets to meet the pilot. A few of the leaflets had 
nothing but 'Greetings to the Mayor' printed on them. We showed one of 
them to the pilot." What they did not show the pilot were the majority of 
leaflets printed with Gellert's drawing "showing how Horthy had 
transformed the gallows into a statue of Kossuth."38 From the air they 
showered the ceremony with Gellert's anti-fascist propaganda. The New 
York Times downplayed the incident. 

The only trace of discord at the unveiling ceremonies was the 
hum of an airplane circling above the Hudson River to scatter 
anti-Horthy leaflets. Most of these floated on the breeze to 
some other section of the city. A few, however, fell into the 



crowd and found their way to the speaker's stand, just north of 
the monument. They were copies of the same leaflet distributed 
at the City hall exercises on Wednesday when more than five 
hundred "Kossuth Pilgrims" were welcomed by Mayor Wal-
ker.39 

That night, the Anti-Horthy League held a meeting at the Central Opera 
House on Third Avenue and Sixty-seventh Street. Gellert was among the 
numerous speakers — including Francis Faragoh and novelist/playwright 
John Dos Passos — who protested the scheduled reception of the Horthy 
representatives in Washington by President Coolidge. Making good on 
their threat to picket the White House should Coolidge receive the visiting 
Hungarians, a small group including Gellert, his wife, the musician Livia 
Cinquegrana, and two other Anti-Horthy League activists made the trip to 
the capital. 

According to the Washington Post, "one of the strongest police 
guards ever called upon to protect a visiting foreign delegation" sur-
rounded the Hungarian Kossuth Commission as they made their way to 
the White House. There, an additional "50 metropolitan police, 12 
additional White House guards and a special detail of Park police" met 
them. However, "shortly after the delegation arrived a party of Hungarian 
pickets bearing placards criticizing the Horthy government began to 
march down West Executive Avenue."40 Immediately, the four protesters 
were arrested, "taken into custody by park police and charged at the Third 
Precinct with carrying banners and signs without a police permit. They 
gave their names as Hugo Gilbert [sic.], Emory Balint, Camilla L. 
Cinquegrana and Paul Delco, all of New York City."41 The placards they 
carried were not shown in the photograph of the four with the arresting 
officers that accompanied the story. However the text of each message 
was reported in detail. 

The placards carried by the picketers who said they were 
members of the anti-Horthy League of America, read "Hcjjas a 
mass murderer." They Dishonor Kossuth." Perenyi a Hapsburg 
lacky." "They jailed Hatvany." "Tomscauy [sic.] reinstated the 
whipping post." The charges referred to members of the 
Hungarian delegation, it was explained.42 

Though only four members of the Anti-Horthy League were involved 
with the action, through the Washington Post report their message was 



carried to thousands in the general population. Of course the Communist 
press paid even more attention to the Washington incident. From 17 
March through 21 March The Daily Worker featured the story in blazing 
headlines and photographs, heroizing the four.43 

The Anti-Horthy League remained active for the remainder of the 
decade, organizing demonstrations to draw attention to oppressive 
conditions in Hungary. As president of the Anti-Horthy League Gellert 
acted as escort to Count Karolyi in the spring of 1930, during the former 
Hungarian leader's lecture tour of the United States. Beginning in New 
York, the two traveled through the heavily Hungarian regions of industrial 
New Jersey and Pennsylvania, to California, where, in Los Angeles, 
Karolyi was feted by Hollywood celebrities including Charlie Chaplin. In 
San Francisco on 1 May Karolyi and Gellert went to San Quentin Prison 
to visit Tom Mooney, the anarchist activist who, with Warren Billings, 
was wrongly convicted of murder for bombing a 1916 Preparedness 
parade that advocated U.S. intervention in World War I. Gellert 's 
jailhouse portrait of Mooney appeared in the San Francisco Call-Bulletin 
a few days later. Significantly, Gellert did not depict Mooney as a noble 
victim. He is "all smiles" and "bathed in sunshine" as "he and Karolyi 
were absorbed in animated talk" on that May Day.44 

During the early 1930s the tasks of the Anti-Horthy League were 
taken over by the John Reed Club. As New Masses reported in June 1931, 
after the Hungarian writer Sandor Gergely and editor Arpad Molnar were 
imprisoned in Hungary for sedition, it was not the Anti-Horthy League 
but the John Reed Club of New York that "cabled protests against this 
latest action of the fascist Horthy government of Hungary."4 ' ' 

The Anti-Horthy League may not have been a Communist organi-
zation, but the John Reed Club was. Formed as the stock market reached 
bottom in October/November 1929 by Gellert and a group of other 
militant artists and writers involved with New Masses, the John Reed 
Club literally began as an informal club in New York. Soon branches 
formed in other American cities. At the November 1930 Second 
International Conference of Revolutionary Writers held in Kharkov, 
Ukraine, (the "Kharkov Conference") the John Reed Club established an 
affiliation with the other Comintern (Communist International) artists and 
writers groups. At the Kharkov Conference, writers and visual artists f rom 
some twenty-three countries were represented. Illustrators Fred Ellis and 
William Gropper attended with the delegation from the John Reed Club. 
But the emphasis of the five-day conference was on literature. It was, 



after all, a conference of revolutionary writers. However, the International 
Bureau of Revolutionary Artists (IBRA)46 was formed during the 
conference under the supervision of Bela Uitz, who moved to Moscow in 
1926. Though IBRA was an official Party organization, it stood in the 
shadow of its more powerful literary sibling, the International Bureau of 
Revolutionary Writers (IBRW). IBRA functioned as an umbrella 
organization, that united the various international Communist artist 
organizations such as the John Reed Club, the French Association des 
Ecrivains et Artistes Revolutionnaires ( l 'AEAR), the German Assoziation 
Revolutionarer Bildender Kiinstler Deutschlands (ARBKD), and the 
Mexican Union Internacional de Escritores y Artistas Revolutionarios 
(UIEAR). The IBRA declaration proclaimed: 

We revolutionary artists, using the accumulated artistic 
experience and achievements of past centuries in the domain of 
our work, the domain of pictorial art, must struggle: 
For revolutionary content and new forms in art, intelligible to 
the broad working masses and based on the class struggle; 
For the synthesis of class content and new form in 
revolutionary art.47 

IBRA encouraged this synthesis through incentives such as international 
exhibitions and prizes. For example in the summer of 1932 as 
preparations for the 15th Anniversary of the Revolution were being made, 
Uitz sent notice that 

the revolutionary artists of the Soviet Union have decided to 
invite the sections of the IBRA to participate in the preparations 
and carrying out of the international art exhibition. At the same 
time, at the proposal of the Soviet artists, the international 
Bureau will call upon all revolutionary and sympathizing artists 
in the capitalist countries to participate in the exhibition by 
displaying their own works of art (paintings, sculpture, designs, 
and drawings).48 

Some of the suggested subjects included "The Hungarian Red Army of 
1919, The Red Army of Finland in 1918, The Bavarian Red Army of 
1919, The Latvian Red Army of 1919, the Chinese Red Army," as well as 
"portrayals of military and semi-military fascist voluntary organizations, 
showing their true aims," and "the Soviet Union as the shock brigade and 



fatherland of the world proletariat."49 Works selected by the John Reed 
Clubs would be shown in the Soviet Union. If a work were purchased the 
artist would receive 2,500 rubles and an invitation to visit the Soviet 
Union for six weeks. 

It is unclear whether Gellert was involved with this exhibition, but 
he did travel to the USSR in the fall of 1932. He was issued a passport 
on 1 November, and arranged his passage with the Party-affiliated World 
Tourists, Inc. to sail on the Aquitania on 4 November for Cherbourg, 
France.50 According to Gellert, he initially intended to only visit Paris, 
where he was to have his portfolio of sixty-two lithographs illustrating 
Karl Marx' Capital editioned at the Eugene Desjorbet studio. However, 
on the Aquitania he met former Uj Elore editor Lajos Bebrits, who was 
being deported. Bebrits suggested that he try to have the Capital portfolio 
published in the Soviet Union, where they might even do it for free. 
Gellert agreed and went directly to Moscow. When Gellert arrived in the 
Soviet capital, the Hungarian poet Sarolta Lanyi took him to see her 
husband, Erno Czobel, who was an official at the Marx-Engels Institute. 
Gellert and Czobel showed the prints to Bela Kun, who was then the 
liaison between the Marx-Engels Institute and the Comintern. With Kun 
as translator, Gellert visited the different graphics workshops, but, as he 
recalled, the workshops only had low-quality paper that could not be used 
to print archival-quality editions. 

Though Gellert could not have the Capital lithographs printed in 
Moscow he remained to visit with members of the community of exiled 
Hungarian revolutionaries including the art historian and theorist Janos 
Macza, editors of the IBRW publication International Literature Antal 
Hidas and Bela Illes; and the writer Mate Zalka who, under the 
pseudonym General Lukacs, would die a few years later fighting for the 
loyalists in Spain. 

In addition to the shortage of high quality paper, Gellert also 
encountered other hardships Soviet artists endured. For instance, when he 
visited Uitz at his studio, Uitz was working on a cartoon for a mural. As 
Gellert later wrote, 

Uitz was painting onto newspaper fastened to the wall. 
"This is an experiment...we are not ready to paint on walls yet. 
But by the time we have appropriate walls for it we want to be 
ready." 
"This drawing is exceptional," I said, "But why the anemic 
colors?" 



"Because we only have earth tones. This is our 'starvation 
palette'" he said, "but when the time arrives, we'll have good 
colors as well."51 

With money f rom Bill Weinstone, an American Communist Party 
representative, who was also in Moscow, Gellert made arrangements to go 
to Berlin to buy paint for Uitz. Upon hearing that Gellert was going, Kun 
asked him to pick up a pair of shoes that a friend was holding for him. In 
the German capital, the Hungarian editor of Rote Fahne [Red Flag], the 
publication of the German Communist Party [ARBKD], Alfred Kemeny 
[a.k.a. Durus] met Gellert and arranged for him to make an illustration for 
the publication. Gellert 's crayon drawing depicting three monumental 
workers operating machinery inside a Berlin gas works appeared in Rote 
Fahne on 15 December. In it the industrial environment does not dwarf 
the men. On the contrary, they dominate the muralistic composition, 
connecting top to bottom like three human pillars. Gellert's illustration is 
about the laborers. The factory paraphernalia is literally relegated to the 
shadowy background. 

After a brief stay in Berlin, Gellert returned to Moscow with 
Kun ' s shoes and "a bagful of the best colors: the most vivid vermilions, 
cadmiums and cobalts"52 for an appreciative Uitz, who, as General 
Secretary of the IBRA, must have been involved with Gellert's 
subsequent commission. On 16 December, 1932 Gellert signed an 
agreement committing him to execute a painting of 8 square meters on 
the theme "Class against Class" for the Revolutionary Military Council of 
the USSR. This contract, countersigned by V.I. Mutnyh, required that the 
"painting must be finished and given to the jury for consideration no later 
than 1 February, 1933."53 If the jury accepted his design, then Gellert 
would receive 400 rubles. The artwork would become the property of the 
Revolutionary Military Council of the USSR; the artist, however, would 
retain the right of reproduction, except for the production of a postcard. 
Apparently this project was realized because another contract reveals that 
a poster was indeed made from the mural. It appears that Gellert also sold 
work to Moscow's Museum of Western Art. An article about the museum 
in the April 1933 New Masses noted, 

Boris Ternovetz, a distinguished Russian critic and authority on 
modern art is the curator of the Museum of Western Art in 
Moscow, which houses one of the finest collections of modern 
art to be found anywhere in the world.... The museum was 



very actively building up a special section of post war art with 
particular attention to revolutionary art. For the latter section, 
the museum has recently purchased works by Gropper, Burk, 
Bard, Pass, Gellert, Lozowick, Wolfe and others.54 

By 9 March, 1933, Gellert was back in Paris, where he finally had the 
Capital lithographs editioned at the Desjorbet lithography workshop. As 
he did in Moscow and Berlin, Gellert established contact with the local 
arm of the IBRA, the French Association des Ecrivains et Artistes 
Revolutionnaires ( l 'AEAR), which exhibited some of the Capital prints 
later that month. Gellert remained in contact with a number of the IBRA 
artists and IBRW writers he met in Moscow. Subsequent correspondence 
with Kemeny in the mid 1930s indicates that Gellert was to be included 
in a "series of monographs on Progressive Revolutionary Artists of 
Europe and America to be published by the International Bureau of 
Revolutionary Artists."55 At first the artist Jacob Kainen was selected to 
write the text, but Gellert chose the "proletarian" author, Henry Hart for 
the task instead. It seems, however, that the project was never realized. 

As harassment of Communists in the United States escalated 
during the Cold War, Gellert retreated from the mainstream art world and 
became devoted exclusively to Party activities and the Hungarian 
language journal Amerikai Magyar Szo, which succeeded Eldre, Uj Elore, 
and its immediate predecessor, Magyar Jovo [Hungarian Future].57 

Magyar Szo and other Hungarian American Communist organizations 
functioned in many ways as sources of support during these difficult 
times. In 1955 the paper sponsored a series of banquets at Hungarian 
cultural clubs across the United States celebrating forty years of Gellert's 
career and the Gellert exhibition in Budapest at the Hungarian Center for 
Cultural Relations. It appears that during the mid-1950s Gellert also 
conducted business with the Government of the Hungarian People's 
Republic. He received almost $3,500 from their embassy for art-related 
activities such as the hanging of photographs at exhibitions in New York 
and Detroit as well as for sales of prints and the commission of a painting 
of "an American President."58 Gellert's relationship with the Communist 
government of Hungary culminated in 1968 with a retrospective 
exhibition at the Hungarian National Gallery. 

Because of his devotion to the Communist cause, Gellert 's 
reputation has suffered. However, the political map of the world has 
changed a lot since his death in 1985. Interest in Gellert and his circle has 



been revived through a number of scholarly publications and exhibitions 
in recent years. Through them we are learning more about the 
complexities of early 20lh century American modernism. Through his 
responses to Hungarian cultural and political events in his art, Hugo 
Gellert further adds to these facets and challenges traditional notions of 
what constitutes American art. 
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Figure 1. Hugo Gellert, "De szeretnek kis kutya lenni!" [Boy, Would I 
Like to be a Little Dog]. Elore Kepes Folyoirat cover, 23 January, 1916 
(Mew York Public Library). 



Figure 2. Hugo Gellert, Elore Kepes Folyoirat cover, 31 October 1920 
(Mew York Public Library). 



Figure 3. Mihaly Biro. Masses cover, July 1916 (Reference Center for 
Marxist Studies, New York). 



L I D E I V A T O a 

Figure 4. Hugo Gellert, study for Liberator cover (not used), gouache and 
pencil, c. 1918-24 (Mary Ryan Gallery, New York). 



Figure 5. Hugo Gellert, Decoration for Francis Faragoh's The Plug in the 
Hole, in Playboy, July 1924 (New York Public Library). 



Figure 6. Hugo Gellert, First Scene of "Hakuba-Hekuba," gouache and 
pencil on paper, c. 1923 (Mary Ryan Gallery, New York). 




