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Abstract 

 
The expression of autism through a visual medium, the emergence of visual creativity stemming 
from it, and the exploration of its inherent attributes, can be considered to be among the less-
researched fields of study. This research aims to investigate the realm of creative autism, with a 
particular focus on the exceptional artistic legacy of one particular artist. A creative autistic can be 
referred to as a person who is capable of creating something novel, out-of-the-ordinary and unique, and 
who also pursues this practice with an inordinately passionate level of intensity. These individuals have 
been known to produce huge amounts of work, often without anyone knowing it. The actual appearance 
of autism spectrum disorder can differ greatly in its expression.  However, one commonly accepted 
attribute is an explicit qualitative impairment in the communication, social development and behaviour 
of the individual. Through this research, I intend to present and process the visual and written legacy-- 
spanning more than three decades--of a woman who was diagnosed with an intellectual disability, 
using the method of dynamic examination of drawing (Hárdi, 1983, 2002, 2016). I discovered this 
woman, who is known as ‘The Artist of Beregszász’1, by chance, and initially had the impression that 
she was autistic. Based on the content of her biographical data, her self-confessions, and her works 
themselves, I intend here to identify and establish the connections between the images and the life 
events in relation to the personality of the artist, as it soon became apparent that the elements of self-
healing and self- expression, especially diary writing and drawing, played a special role in her life. 
Moreover, this work, the exceptional legacy of ‘The Artist of Beregszász’, may also offer an 
opportunity to gain further insight into knowledge deriving from the fields of personality psychology, 
personality pathology and critical psychology. 
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1 Beregszász (in Ukrainian Берегове (Berehove)) is a small town near the northeastern border of Hungary. It was 
part of Hungary until the Treaty of Trianon, which ended World War I. After that it was annexed to Czechoslovakia 
and, after World War II, became part of Ukraine. Beregszász may also refer to the name of the province for which 
the city was the administrative centre. 
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The development of savant syndrome 

The manifestations of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) are extremely diverse. The DSM-5 (APA, 2013) 

describes the concept of ASD without specifying subtypes, but summarises the most characteristic 

symptoms in the form of a dyad. Besides difficulties in social communication and interaction, it 

highlights restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests or activities. Cases demonstrating the 

characteristics of autism were known far before the actual diagnosis of it was made in the psychiatric 

world. In many cultures throughout history, they have aroused both astonishment and admiration. They 

have been portrayed as eccentric and strange characters in many stories. In this study, I focus on savants 

who are or were creating in an observably obsessive manner, primarily in the field of visual arts. 

Savant syndrome is now a widely used term, originally proposed by Treffert (1988; 2009), describing a 

condition resulting from neurodevelopmental disorders, mental retardation or brain damage, in which 

an individual possesses an above-average ability or special talent in one or more areas, while remaining 

limited in general abilities. Savant syndrome is interpreted along a spectrum similar to the current 

diagnosis of ASD. Thus, it ranges from special sub-abilities, through gifted savants, i.e. highly gifted in 

one area and impaired in others, to genius savants. 

Although the first paper on savant syndrome was published quite early on, in 1751, about an individual 

named Jedediah Buxton who excelled at mental arithmetic (Moritz, 1783, as cited by Bélteczki and 

Rihmer, 2020), even today, savant syndrome is not included in standard diagnostic systems. 

Ahead of his time, in 1887, J. Langdon Down described not only the Down syndrome which is named 

after him, but also, according to a detailed paper by Treffert (2009), savant syndrome. At that time, 

'idiot' was the generally-accepted term for people with an IQ below 25, while the word 'savant' comes 

from the French word 'savoir' ('to know'). Down connected the two words and the term ‘idiot savant’ 

began to be used. In fact, this was a misnomer, as it almost always occurs in people with an IQ above 

40. 

Savant abilities fall into the following categories: musical talent, arts (drawing, painting, sculpture), 

talent related to calendar time calculation, mathematical talent, mechanical or technical talent, 

hyperplexia, polyglotism, and extraordinary sensory discrimination (Treffert, 2009; Bélteczki and 

Rihmer, 2020). 

In this study, I aim to gain a deeper understanding of the category of artistic talent. Several studies have 

searched for characteristic traits that may distinguish autistic savants from others. Hughes, et al. (2018) 

identified the cognitive and behavioural profiles of savant syndrome in autism. Their findings uncovered 

a number of characteristic traits--most notably, increased sensory sensitivity, obsessive behaviour, apt 

technical/spatial skills, and a need for systematisation. The exact skills observed in savants were shown 

to far exceed the subjects’ general level of intellectual or developmental functioning. Although savant 
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syndrome is not exclusively associated with autism, 37% of individuals with autism had both (Howlin, 

Goode, Hutton, Rutter, 2009, as cited by Hughes, et al. 2018). 

Furthermore, traits spanning the entire autism spectrum have also been found. Baron-Cohen, et al. 

(2009) identified a focus on detail and a need for systematisation as commonly-observed features of 

autism, additionally finding that these people often become experts at recognising repetitive patterns. 

This attention to detail in autism had already been noted by many earlier studies (Shah and Frith 1983; 

Jolliffe and Baron-Cohen 2001; O'Riordan, et al. 2001; Mottron, et al. 2003). 

Autism is also often difficult to distinguish from intellectual disability, which formerly had been deemed 

a mental handicap. As early as 1943, in the research of Kanner, the majority of patients were 

intellectually disabled, and Matson and Shoemaker (2009) pointed out that 50-70% of people with ASD 

also have an intellectual disability. However, Shattuck (2006, as cited by Matson and Shoemaker, 2009) 

found that, as the proportion of diagnoses for autism spectrum disorder increased, the proportion of 

those with intellectual disability subsequently decreased. 

Crespi (2016) links autism to a high, but imbalanced, intelligence, and is presently searching for possible 

genetic correlations. He also states that the intelligence tests currently used are not suitable for use in 

autism, as, not only is there a high potential for diagnostic errors, but also on account of the unusual 

autonomous way of thinking which is characteristic to autism. 

Bölte and Poustka (2004) found no difference in intelligence between individuals with savant syndrome 

and ASD. Thus, it was suggested that the development of their special abilities might be due simply to 

a lot of practice. 

In their pioneering research, Bergmann, Camatta, Birkner and Sappok (2021) compared drawings of 

people with intellectual disabilities to drawings of people who, in addition to their intellectual disability, 

also had autism. This research is noteworthy due to the fact that, prior to that time, the majority of studies 

in this area had focused primarily on describing individual cases or on high-functioning autistic 

individuals. The authors concluded that the artwork of adults having both an intellectual disability and 

autism exhibit unique characteristics, particularly in the area of formal design, compared to those with 

intellectual disability alone. Repetition and line order were highlighted as marked differences. The 

results of their research are encouraging in that they may enrich the diagnostic process for people with 

intellectual disability and/or autism through the identification of the distinct characteristic features of 

their drawings. 

Theunissen and Schubert's (2010) monographic study is the first in the German language area to deal 

with autism and savants. The authors argue that art therapy focused on the strengths of the creator, 

rather than pathologising or characterising the creator as a person suffering from a disease, ultimately 

develops and strengthens the personality of the creator. Although they resisted generalisations, 

they did note some characteristics that they considered typical in the artwork of people on the autism 
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spectrum; these include sequences, science fiction and fantasy, mechanical/technical inclination, 

photographic, repetition and sequencing, combinations of images and text (speech bubbles),           and 

geometric shapes. These elements can also be seen in the art of outsider artists with autism. 

Happe and Vital (2009) linked the development of special abilities to the theory of mind blindness, i.e. 

the difficulty of understanding the mental state of others. They argued that a lack of interest in social 

relationships frees up cognitive and temporal resources that savants can use to develop talent. This was 

refuted by Hughes, et al. (2018), who found no difference in social and communication skills between 

autistic savants and non-savants in their research. Simner, Mayo and Spiller (2009) considered time 

spent on specific skills as a trait of obsessiveness related to autism. People with savant syndromes have 

an obsessive desire to constantly repeat their activities. Hughes, et al. (2018) also found evidence for 

elevated obsessive-compulsivity in autistic savants, as predicted by Simner, et al. (2009). This obsessive 

behaviour, they suggest, may be related to anxiety rather than to resources released from mind blindness 

(Hughes, et al., 2018). Pring, et al. (2010) found increased local processing abilities in those with savant 

syndrome compared to autistic non-savants. They explained this by the fact that the activity in question 

was an attractive task for the subjects. As has been pointed out by several authors (Simner, et al. 2009; 

Baron-Cohen, et al. 2009), giftedness may also result from features of autism, such as increased focus 

of attention, hyper-systematisation, perceptual differences, or combinations of these. Hughes, et al. 

(2018) identified a significantly higher number of sensory sensitivity-related symptoms in autistic 

participants, supporting the theory that sensory sensitivity may be an initial catalyst in the development 

of savant talent. More recent research also links synesthesia to savant syndrome (as a mediating link) 

rather than to autism (Hughes, et al., 2017).  From these studies and their interpretations, it is clear that 

there is an increased interest in both artists on the autism spectrum and their work. 

Autistic art 

Art brut, a movement created in 1947 by French painter Jean Dubuffet (Peiry, 2001; Hárdi, 2002; Hárdi, 

2017), is mainly composed of the works of people with psychiatric illnesses and those on the margins 

of society. These works reflect the "honesty, directness, spontaneity and originality of their creators" 

(Hárdi, 2013, 1216). Roger Cardinal's Outsider Art, published in 1972, was a practical continuation of 

the original concept of art brut (MacDonald, 2019). Cardinal (2009) notes that some autistic artists have 

earned the distinctive designation of 'autistic art' through their distinct and sometimes even monumental 

works. 

One of the best-known autistic-savant-syndrome artists in the field of fine art is Gottfried Mind (1768- 

1814), who was diagnosed as a ‘cretin imbecile’ (Sacks, 2004. p. 210-215). His father worked in a paper 
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mill and Mind initially spent his time drawing primitive line drawings, but then he attracted the attention 

of a painter named Legel, who took him on as a student. The boy, who was otherwise frighteningly 

neglected, excelled at painting nature, especially animals. He had an excellent memory and drawing 

talent, drawing bears and children at play, but particularly standing out for his depictions of cats, and 

Swiss pedagogue and educational reformer, Pestalozzi, took him to Neuhof, where he was educated for 

1 year, although without success (Hárdi, 2002). Allegedly of Hungarian origin, Gottfried Mind did not 

even learn to read or write (Pukánszky, 2011), but he did learn to draw and paint, and was later 

nicknamed the 'Raphael of Cats' for his amazing cat paintings. 

More recent cases include the American, James Castle (1900-1977), whose legacy includes meticulously 

detailed drawings, hundreds of artist's books, self-made stamp albums, an illustrated autobiography and 

a wealth of other works (Cardinal, 2009). Another talented autistic artist is Gilles Tréhin (op. cit.), who 

over 20 years has produced a multitude of drawings to illustrate his fictional island metropolis known 

as ‘Urville’. The images expose his imaginary-yet-coherent world with astonishing elaboration. Jeroen 

Pomp is a Dutch artist who has developed a particularly colourful and unique style, producing his work 

in an artistic workshop in Rotterdam (op. cit.). Pomp recreates his own world on paper, where objects, 

plants and animals proliferate beyond measure. It is also important to mention the images of Gregory 

Blackstock (op. cit.), who was previously diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia. Blackstock's memory 

is astonishing, he speaks dozens of languages and plays hundreds of tunes by heart on an accordion. In 

his spare time, he draws extensively, is highly sensitive to detail and enjoys elaboration, pursuing 

completeness, and the desire for order, implementing a special kind of inventory in his works. George 

Widener (op. cit.), also a high-functioning artist, had been previously misdiagnosed. His cityscapes 

reflect a regular order based on his belief in the efficiency of the number system. Interested in the dates 

of disasters, he also makes extensive calendars of them, paying particular attention to special 

coincidences. 

Among recently discovered artists, the Japanese Shinichi Sawada (Lombardi and Peiry, 2012), who 

was employed as an autistic in a hospital bakery, forms his magical and monstrous creatures from his 

personal inner mythology. His burnt sculptures have been exhibited worldwide, for example at the 55th 

Venice Biennale, and have been met with astounding success. He decorates the bodies of his imaginative 

sculptures with densely stacked spikes. ‘They are both fairy-like and monstrous creatures that are in turn 

human, reptilian, sea urchin and bird-like. Together, they form a strange family or a kind of species in 

its own right’ (Foulatier, 2013). 

Oliver Sacks (2004) has written extensively on Stephen Wiltshire and his work. The boy had been 

lagging behind in motor development and was visibly aloof. However, he was fascinated by drawing, 

especially shapes, shadows and perspectives. Drawing abundantly, from the age of seven onward, he 

began drawing buildings almost exclusively, using his visual memory to capture even the smallest 
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details in only a few seconds. He then creates works which are impressively meticulous and yet 

grandiose in scale. At the age of 10, he produced a series of 26 images entitled London Alphabet. 

Perhaps one of the most-famous autistic art brut artists is Henry Darger (1892-1973), whose vast body 

of work is both unique as well as it is bizarre (MacGregor, 2002; Gomez, 2009). It was only after his 

death that the 15,145-page illustrated story, In the Realms of the Unreal, came to light; its elaboration 

and coherence are as extraordinary as the techniques he used to create it. His life was the subject    of 

many books and films. He was only diagnosed with autism by MacGregor (2002) decades after     his 

death. Throughout his life, he collected articles about lost children, including stories of abductions and 

murders, which he adapted into his own written story (Rhodes, 2010). Darger's artwork also includes 300 

collages and watercolour paintings, many illustrating his book. Among them were eighty-seven 

“large” watercolours, some three metres long. These, 'however horrific in content, show a charm and 

delicacy lacking in his written epic’ (Maizels, 2010, p. 104). 

As for Hungarians, Zsuzsa Gerő (1992) reports in her study of a kindergarten boy, presumably with 

Asperger's syndrome, whose lines resembled a tube tunnel with an escalator. An energetic dynamism 

appeared in his Fig.s, and he was obsessed with creating, his central theme focusing on rotation and 

the dynamic curvature of a rotating object. Later, the rotation of objects disappeared from his toys 

altogether and was transferred to paper in the form of an artistic reproduction. He used perspective 

without knowing its inherent rules. He loved to draw the arcs of a tunnel, illuminated by a moving train, 

constantly changing. He focused on the visual experience, seeking new possibilities of sight and 

movement. 

“The Artist of Beregszász” - Klára R. (1942-2009) 

I have personally collected the written and pictorial legacy of “The Artist of Beregszász” (Rozgonyi, 

2013a; Rozgonyi 2013b; Rozgonyi 2020), which spans more than three decades. All pictorial and 

photographic material used for this research is sourced from my own collection, which was donated to 

me by Klára's guardian with the explicit request to research and publish the material. My main goal in 

processing this material was to explore the correlations between the Fig.s and the entries in the diaries, 

as well as to reconstruct the patient's biography and present an account of her personality. This 

expansive body of material includes 24 written and drawn diaries, 702 clearly identifiable images and 

500 pages of written text. The earliest image was made in 1978, the latest in 2009. There are also 12 

volumes of filigree-like cut-outs (Fig. 1), as well as cut-outs of stories and newspaper articles, some    of 

which she illustrated. She also made a number of montages. 
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1. Illustration of a filigree-like cut-out and cut-out image by K. R. 
 

She collected folk costumes and was captivated by embroidery (Fig. 2). She liked to dress in colourful 

patterns and adorned herself with lots of jewellery. Her legacy is also of great ethnographic interest, as 

folk elements and traditional motifs appear in her drawings. 
 

 
2. One of K. R.'s dresses and one of her works (23.02.1989) 

 
“The Artist of Beregszász” was born in Beregszász in 1942 as a fifth, unexpected child. Born 

prematurely, her childhood nicknames included „Dunci” and „the evil dwarf”. Her mother was a 

housewife, while her father worked as a carpenter. Her family situation is illustrated in the image below 

(Fig. 3). 
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3. K. R.: Couple of Butterflies and Infant Butterfly, still-life (1991) 
 

Her mother was considered to be a beautiful woman and her father had a fondness for merrymaking. 

But young Klára did not fit into the family. According to the family narrative, her condition was 

described as having become ‘debilitated by meningitis’ at the age of 9, giving reason for why she had 

dropped out of school, but in fact it was her family who was ashamed of her. The symptoms that had 

emerged in early childhood, i.e. constant illness, behavioural disturbance, hearing difficulties, social- 

interaction disorders, were all noticed by family members, and they subsequently chose to hide her. 

Klára turned to the joy of drawing and creating at an early age. Following the death of her parents, her 

siblings passed Klára around to each other. Finally, in 1980, she fled to live with her eldest sister Magda, 

who worked as a chief physician. They lived together for 15 years, and Klára later regarded her as her 

mother. After Magda's death in 1995, her brother and sisters rejected her again, so she was placed under 

guardianship of a distant relative’s son, living alone from then on. That year, she received the first 

pension in her life, after she was diagnosed with a mental handicap within the first 15-minutes of her 

examination. It was then that she was also fitted for hearing aids. As for her life, all her bills and official 

obligations were handled by her guardian who visited her every day, but aside from that, she lived her 

life independently and enjoyed the freedom and autonomy it allowed her. She spent her mornings at a 

daycare centre which she called a 'club', and after lunch, she would wander around town, writing and 
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drawing regularly in her diary at home. Even as she spent the last few months before her death in 

hospital, there too, she continued to create. 

Method 

Analysis of the material was made using the dynamic examination of a series of drawings (DED, Hárdi, 

1983, 2002, 2016), simultaneously tracking clinical and graphical  changes over time. It is essential that 

the material is analysed as a process, since it is a serial comparative method. In this particular case, the 

focus is on the   relationship (content and form) between the image itself and the description of the image, 

the experience, the personality and the event depicted. The method offers the possibility to confront 

individual drawings, which stand out as being different from the others, within the series as a whole. 

Dynamic processes and     changes in state can be clearly observed, and the development of the disease 

tracked. 

As I was working on the entirety of a legacy, I was not afforded the luxury of relying upon specific 

instructions. The images were not made on the basis of standard procedure, but rather spontaneously, 

like a diary. The skill and modernity of the artist’s technique has helped me in the clarification of the 

diagnosis, the examination and analysis of the material and to better understand “The Artist of 

Beregszász”. Overall, the quality and nature of the legacy made it easier to work with, as the exact 

date is given in almost every diary entry as well as on the images. The patient's ‘clinical development’ 

was replaced by diary entries and pieces of correspondence. 

The DED (op.cit.) divides the drawing phenomena into four groups: 
 

• formal categories 
 

• content 
 

• personality levels 
 

• temporal aspects 
 

In the case of formal categories, the most important aspect for consideration is the analysis of lines. Line 

quality tends to be typically weak in periods when the client is in a pathological state, whereas it can 

become stronger via a positive change in the client's state. The ’reality-tracking function of the line’ 

(Hárdi, 2002, p. 81) is also a revealing indicator of the client's condition, with more rigid forms pointing 

to deficiencies. In the study of dimension, it is indicative that more-differentiated drawings exhibit a 

greater level of depth and perspective, while the more primitive ones tend to be flat and two-dimensional. 

As the process of healing progresses, more aesthetic shapes appear. 
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The lines in the paintings of “The Artist of Beregszász” are firm, slow, and deliberate, because she had 

intently practiced them, developing her technique over a period of decades. Nonetheless, the elements 

of space and depth remained unfamiliar to her, and her works are two-dimensional. Her creativity is 

demonstrated rather by her originality as she varies those elements which are known - characterised not 

only by a multiplicity of geometric forms, but also by disproportion. The images are stylised, 

embellished with decorative elements everywhere. The works reveal the infantile, romantic, and 

childlike spirit within. Her use of colour varies over time, initially using an array of colour, then 

progressively less and less as time went on. In the early nineties, she often used only the colours of black 

and red, while, just before her death, there was an "all-blue era". 

In the DED (op.cit.), the body and gestures, the changes and expressions of gender, the age specificities 

and elaboration of the head, together with the facial expressions are all essential in the study of the 

content. The depiction of faces from the front is standard practice during the earlier stages of life, while 

depictions in profile tend to appear around the ages of 15-18. The double profile is considered to be 

relatively primitive, indicating regression. The positioning of the arms may indicate, on one hand, 

patient anxiety (rigidity, close to the body) or, on the other, the instinct to hold on (arms raised to the 

sky). 

In Klára’s works, archetypes and symbolic elements common to art, mythology, and religions appear. 

Generally speaking, faces are more often depicted from the front, while portraits and profiles are rare. 

The role of mimicry is prominent in her work (range, changes of mood), with the emphasis on the eyes, 

the mouth, and especially the ears, clearly visible. The eyes are particularly revealing indicators of 

changes in her psychological and physical state, as they are rich in subject matter, yet stylistically 

identical. 

The personality levels of the DED (op. cit.) (Fig. 4) clearly show changes in the client's state of mind, 

which may include sudden declines, regression or even a return to the original level of the individual, 

i.e. restitution. According to Hárdi (2002, p. 118), ‘the drawing of a person is an imprint of the constancy 

of the personality.’ 
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4. Personality levels of the DED (Hárdi, 2002, p. 121). 
 

According to the DED (op.cit.), the paintings of “The Artist of Beregszász” could be generally 

considered as level ‘d’, however, there are also several works which fall into level ‘e’, the lines are not 

yet able to subtly follow reality and the style is infantile. The method is also capable of reflecting 

changes in the subject’s personality, or, conversely, its invariability. There may be a kind of rigid 

continuity, which is also reflected in the personality levels, and occasionally broken by intense 

condensations of meaning due to traumas, health changes, or unexpected experiences. In this particular 

case, we cannot talk about healing per se, although we can talk about self-healing.  In the DED 

(op.cit.), temporal aspects are also an important consideration, as the drawing studies coincide with a 

specified period of time. In terms of the quantity of the drawings, there is neither poverty nor the 

lavishness of wealth visible among them. A pictorial perseverance that spans the years, the fantasy of a 

romantic soul. In her case, it may also have been associated with the pleasure of repetition, a release of 

the self or a release of tension. 

Portraying people 

More than a quarter of the images include depictions of people (Fig. 5). Angels appear in 

approximately 15% of the depictions of humanoid figures. 
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5. K. R.'s depictions of people 
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The first image (Fig. 5/1, 17.02.1991, ceramic still-life) shows the mother and father. The  heart-shaped 

face is a recurring motif in her work. The second image (Fig. 5/2, 31.07.1991, Christmas atmosphere) 

shows longing and a desire to please. It is characterised by a particular rhythm, stylization, and 

decorative repetition. The third (Fig. 5/3, 25.08.1994, ceramic vase,      angels) shows disproportion. The 

faces are almost homogeneous. The smaller angel seems to hang awkwardly, its many fingers are 

reminiscent of wings. The fourth image (Fig. 5/4, 08.05.2009, untitled), depicts a scene which may 

only be described as intrauterine. In the fifth Fig. (Fig. 5/5, 08.05.2009, untitled), the vase - a favourite 

motif - appears twice. The angel’s hands are clasped in prayer. In her last images, just prior to her 

death, anxiety and fear also appear. The eyes are vacuous. Among them, one of the pictures she drew 

(Fig. 5/6, 26.05.2009, For my birthday), for her 67th -and final- birthday, shows a clown. Her anxiety 

and fear of death is well illustrated by the orange  hair standing upward towards the sky, the vacuous, 

distorted eyes and the taut hands next to her body, and the general dynamics of the space. The seventh 

image  (Fig. 5/7, 13.07.2009, untitled) was made  only a few days before her death. Again the angel 

appears, the eyes and mouth very pronounced. She was in hospital and was sad that she could not 

return home. 

Self-portraits 

Fig. 6 is a self-portrait, made with ballpoint and felt- tip 

pens. 

It follows her actual facial features to a high degree. 

There is a conquering quality to this portrayal, and she 

has drawn herself with an almost demonically sensual 

mouth. The painting is overdone --which gives a good 

sense of her narcissism. The hair shows an attempt to 

convey her femininity. Her facial expressions reflect 

her emotional state; the teeth and eyes, along with the 

eyebrows, showing her persistent anxiety and the 

tension within her. The checkered background of these 

images, also present in her later works, serves as 

repetition, a kind of rhythm and   as a tension release.  

 

The mouth is decidedly prominent   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Extract from the diary of K. R. (198

 

The mouth is prominent in almost all of the paintings; it is often open and large, suggesting oral 

fixation. Food played an important role in her life. She was known to be a voracious eater, especially 

in regard to cakes. She made self-portraits in her later years as well (Figs. 7-9). 
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7. K. R. ‘Klári, Klárika’ (01.01.1985) 
 

 
8. K. R. ‘Christmas atmosphere’ (24.06.1991) 9. K. R. ‘Commemoration on Klára's 50th name day’ 

(12.08.1992) 
 

The mouth and eyes are particularly prominent, as are the ears (Fig. 8). The images also refer to her 

favourite activity, as here, we can see the work being created (Fig. 7) as well as the chair she was sitting 

in when she was creating it (and others) (Fig. 8). The angel in the last image (Fig. 9), emphasises her 

inherent goodness, innocence and femininity. 
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Portraits of actresses 

Klára was often volatile, sometimes erupting with extreme emotions. The emotional tensions in her 

inner emotional world and her 'artiness' (i.e. narcissism), which applies somewhat infamously to actors 

as well, also made the world of actresses understandably exciting for her. She thus made portraits of 

them (Fig. 10). 
 

 

 
10. Portraits of actresses (works by K. R., date unknown) 

 
The depictions are inadequate, but she nonetheless takes something from them, and even more from her 

own world. ‘Katalin Karády’ (10/1) is the seductive demon, ‘Irén Psota’ (10/2) displays fear and 

anxiety on her face, ‘Enikő Eszenyi’ (10/3) looks sad and depressed, while ‘Erzsi Máthé’ (10/4) shows 

aggression and tension. 
 

Archetypes 

Her favourite theme was the representation of ‘Adam and Eve’ (Fig. 11), which, in Klára's case, also serves 

as a kind of parental substitution. 
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11. One of K. R.'s works, Adam and Eve (07.11.1982) 
 

As she had a reduced level of stimulation through her sense of hearing, she developed a more- visual 

orientation. On account of her hearing difficulties, she was intensively engaged in altering the 

prominent representation of both the eyes and ears. The eyes give us a particularly insightful indicator 

of changes in her psychological and physical state. 

It is quite thought-provoking to compare this with her works on the same subject (Adam and Eve) 

(Fig. 12). In the first painting (12/1, 05.06.1991 ‘Adam and Eve, Adam and Eve in Egypt’) we can see 

two double profiles. The trunk of the tree is, however, curiously represented, and it is full of geometric 

elements. The second image (12/2, 02.06.1991 ‘Lord's Day. Devil's Forest. Adam and Eve and the 

Serpent.’) presents the human couple as nearly being engulfed by the devil, and the serpent is lurking in 

wait for them. Their mouths, especially the devil's, are very prominent. 
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1 2 
 

 
3 4 
 
Fig. 12. Other examples of Adam and Eve, by K. R. 
 

The third Fig. (12/3., 01.06.1991, ‘Adam and Eve and the Devil in the tree’) is perhaps the most 

interesting. It shows the incarnation of the vessel, with hands and feet protruding from it. The scene 

takes place in hell. The souls are rising from the vessel, and in between Eve and the Devil, another black 

figure can be seen. In the fourth Fig. (12/4, 13.04.1991, ‘Adam and Eve and the Tree of Knowledge’)  the 

Garden of Eden appears, symbolising the swell of burning emotions seething in Klára's soul. 
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Another remarkable example of the appearance of an archetype is in the phoenix bird (Fig. 13) and the 

dragon (Fig. 14). The human figure is almost clinging (grasping – see Hermann, 1984) to the phoenix 

with its giant hands, along with the branch next to the figure also appearing like a hand. The hand is 

the most important body part used in the act of grasping, and in its application, it is most often 

represented by the palm reflex or grasping reflex. According to Hermann (1984), the ancient pattern of 

escape from the threats of tension and danger manifest through the instinct to cling to the mother. Here 

there are wounds, and there also seems to be blood in the image.  A halo can be seen above the figure's 

head. The image might possibly symbolise Klára's struggle with her own desires. Her fruitless and 

unreachable sexual life and her state of woundedness, from which there was no way out. 
 

 
Fig. 13. ‘Exotic Phoenix Bird’ by R. K (1978.07 and 1980.09.03) 
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Fig. 14. Appearance of the snake and the dragon in K. R.'s paintings 
 

In the first Fig. with the dragon (14/1, 1982, ‘Montage. Depiction of an angel, sitting on the back of 

Fantastic Horse, slaying the Dragon’) there is a human figure on horseback fighting two dragons. The 

second image (14/2, 25.05.2009), drawn a few weeks before her death, shows a 'death snake', 

expressing her anxiety and fear. 

 
Sexual symbolism 

Sexual symbolism appears only in only a handful of 

images. Even there it is usually concealed. We know from 

her diary entries and correspondence that she longed to 

have a family one day. She in all likelihood never had a 

sexual relationship, and in this respect, she was similar to 

Henry Darger. 

Eroticism and the general expression of physicality itself is 

very interesting in Klára's case. This rather well-done  

painting (Fig. 15) says a great deal about this. The human 

figure has an animal body, with a halo around its head. 

Female symbols appear, which present the problem of 

corporeality. Her sexual desires are unable to be fulfilled, 

as she is constantly controlled and restricted by family 

members. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 15. The appearance of corporeality in the 
work of K. R. (date unknown) 
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The representation of the nose, as a phallic symbol, also appears in these images  (Fig. 16), the desire of 

‘The Artist of Beregszász’ for a man manifesting as a phallic desire. The first Fig. (16/1. 14.02.1994, 

‘Female nude with a man’), which she drew on Valentine's Day, can be likened to an almost     coitus 

situation in the caricature. Note that the mouth of the female figure is also large and pronounced. The 

depiction of the man almost resembles a bag that the woman is holding. In the second Fig. (16/2, 

07.07.1994, ‘Man caricature’) she has also drawn a huge nose on the man, whose hands also have their 

thumbs up. 
 

 
Fig. 16. The appearance of the nose as a phallic symbol in K. R.'s paintings 
 
 
 

Animal illustrations 

The depictions of animals (Fig. 17) are perhaps even more intriguing in ‘The Artist of Beregszász’, as 

they are noticeably Walt Disney-like, having both human and caricature-like elements. In memory of 

her father, she repeatedly drew phallic symbols in the forms of bee-like or fly-like figures (17/1, 

19.10.1980-02.03.1993, ‘Commemoration of Dad's birthday’). 

She took pleasure in depicting animals such as rabbits, ducks, butterflies, horses, birds, insects, etc., 

with approximately 30% of the images showing some kind of animal. The decoration of the cow in the 

second image (17/2, 06.20.1983, ‘A Cow is grazing in a Meadow of flowers’) is completely erratic, 

with the patterns just thrown together. The bottom two images are of particular interest. The cat in the 

third image (17/3, 18.01.1991, ‘Cosy Christmas tree branch still life with Kitten’) is on the verge of 

meowing, and in the fourth image (17/4, 06.01.1992, ‘Cat couple, Fantastic Ceramic vase’), one cat is 
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Fig. 17. Example of animal illustrations by K. R. (Rozgonyi, 2013a) 

playing the violin next to the Christmas tree, while the other appears to be singing a psalm. This type of 

animism is characteristic of both Klára's drawings and of her writings (Fig. 18). 
 

 
Fig. 18. Examples of animism, works by K. R. 
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Animism (anima = soul, animism = animating) is a way of thinking which imposes animating qualities 

(Pléh, Boross, 2010), i.e. endowing inanimate things, objects or natural phenomena with the qualities, 

intentions and consciousness of living things. The first image (18/1, 13.06.1992, ‘Bear, Fantastic 

Ceramic vase’) shows a bear pulling a sledge. The second image (18/2, 09.12.1992, ‘Snowman’) 

shows a desperate, saddened snowman, nearly to the point of begging. The third (18/3, 26.04.1995) 

depicts a rabbit holding a brush in its hand. These images illustrate how, for their creator, drawings 

can compensate for the absence of the outside world. 

Her depictions of animals can be said to be infantile, 

showing the same subject in multiple ways (Fig. 19). 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 19. One particular theme, the different forms of the horse in K. R.'s paintings (Rozgonyi, 2013a) 
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Take for instance the image of the horse. While the first image (19/1, 24.04.1991, ‘In the forest with 

sled and horse, still-life’) shows a mouse-like horse, the second (19/2, 20.05.1991, ‘Still-life with 

horse’) shows a galloping steed with a proud rider, then (19/3, 06.06.1991, ‘Landscape still-life’) a 

horse standing on spindly, yarn-like legs, and finally (19/4, 16.08.1999, ‘Equestrian landscape’) a fairy- 

tale horse. 

In the second image (19/2), we can see an exception to the norm: ‘The Artist of Beregszász’ has drawn 

both a portrait and a profile together, i.e. a double profile, which is rare at this level. This work is also 

characterised by a large number of geometric elements. 

 
Confronting the images 

This legacy has provided a favourable opportunity to approach, or confront, these images. There are 

several clearlyd ientifiable traumas in the artist's life, as evidenced by the content of her diaries, 

paintings and correspondence. They perhaps best illustrate the true talent of this woman, who put her 

own soul onto paper, painting or drawing it, to condense her feelings and events over her life into a 

single image. This is well exemplified by the images she made following her sister’s death (Fig. 20). 
 

 
Fig. 20. Examples of the appearance of compression. 
Works by R. K (Rozgonyi, 2013a) 
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Klára was living together with her sister Magda in their home when her sister died (1995). At this point, 

her fate suddenly became again uncertain: she had lost the only living relative she could justifiably count 

on, and consequently, these images speak for themselves. One of them (20/1, 12.05.1995) shows a 

reindeer which has been hit by a car, encompassing misfortune, despair, fear and unspeakable pain. 

Differing from previous examples in both form and colour, she is expressing her feelings in the form of 

a car accident. Shortly after the death, she produced the second painting (20/2, 01.04.1996), which shows 

a black bird clutching a heart in its beak. The third Fig. (20/3, 1995) was also drawn after the tragedy. In 

this one, the elements of death, sprawl, rigidity and colourlessness are noticeably striking. Here, we 

are able to observe a triple relationship. Not only does it record the trauma, but it also expresses the 

inner feelings of Magda's death, and we are provided with an experience of the event. More specifically, 

although it visually depicts an accident, it also shows the content of the experience of loss. 

The instinct to cling 

According to Imre Hermann (1984), the inherent instinct to cling is present in the human newborn from 

birth, as is the instinct to seek. In this way, man is, to some extent, doomed to a state of insatiability. In 

drawings, this is viewed as having a regressive meaning. According to Vass (2006), it indicates 

vulnerability, a request for help, the longing for dependence, and the need to cling. 

In the drawings of ‘The Artist of Beregszász’, different forms of clinging can be seen (Fig. 21). In the 

first image (21/1, 04.10.1980), it is the clinging; in the 

second (21/2, 1989), it is her own suffering that is shown, 

similar to the way Jesus is clinging to the cross. In the third 

Fig. (21/3), the angel's wings are pointing upwards towards 

heaven. At the tips of the wings, a tulip and a cross, symbols of 

femininity and faith, are present. Her inability to live and fully 

embody her femininity is symbolised by various forms of 

prohibition. The hands in the fourth image (21/4) are highly 

talkative. At that time, the artist was then threatened and abused. 

The hands are almost evasive, defensive. In addition, the ears 

are exceptionally prominent in the Fig., and the clothing also 

shows strong geometricisation. 
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          Summary 

Fig. 21. The instinct of clinging in the works of R. K. 

Although Klára has been diagnosed as being mentally handicapped, thorough examination of her 

images contradicts this. The formal and substantive features of her work, as well as the level of her 

personality, clearly indicate that she possessed characteristics far surpassing the abilities and potential 

of the mentally handicapped. Another indication of this is found in the way she put her feelings down 

on paper as well as in her ability to condense content. Her inherent sense of playfulness is evident in 

the composition of her collage pieces and her filigree work. She ceaselessly decorated everything 

without sabbatical or hiatus. Based on the thorough examination of her diary entries, including the 

quality of her    textual expression and the thoughts she was capable of expressing, it became clear that 

she was in fact not mentally handicapped, but autistic. She used lyrical expressions that mentally 

handicapped individuals do not employ. Furthermore, the sheer number of her works, the repetitive 

themes and techniques, together with the composition of her collages all point towards autism. A 

pronounced insistence and compulsiveness was also present in regard to her use of tools, as she 

created almost exclusively with ballpoint and felt-tip pens, in addition to sticking to the fixed colours 

she chose for extended periods. 

To say that Klára was a ‘soul in a vase’ (Rozgonyi, 2013.a; 2020) is befitting for two reasons. Firstly, 

as her life progressed, her characteristic vase shapes became more and more prominent and frequent, 

with herself inside. And also in the literal sense, that the majority of her life was spent within the confines 

of her walls. Klára had been born 2 months early, and as in many premature babies, there can be a 

tendency to have a longing for the uterus: 

she turned back to the endless sea of mist, where the soul's moulded skeleton weaves gently. It's torn in vain! Yet, 

even after birth, man remains connected to the mother by a million veins. A vital past that runs into the mother's 

womb with its blood vessels, its buds and foliage of life [...] (Hollós, 1990, p.56) 

Recall Ferenczi's Thalassa Regression: 
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the human being is dominated from the moment of birth onwards by a continuous regressive trend toward the 

reestablishment of the intrauterine situation, and holds fast to this unswervingly by, as it were, magical-hallucinatory 

means, by the aid of positive and negative hallucinations. The full development of the reality sense is attained, 
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according to this conception, only when this regression is renounced once and for all and a substitute found for it in 

the world of reality. This development is experienced, however, by only a part of the personality; in sleep and in 

dreams, in the sex life and the life of fantasy, the striving towards the fulfilment of that primordial wish is still clung 

to. (Ferenczi, 1928. p.20) 

Her mother’s unexpected pregnancy and her ambivalence towards Klára, may have only intensified 

this tendency. For this reason, Klára may have ‘locked her images in a vase’, a motif she found in 

1991, using it rarely at first, but later almost exclusively. 

The artist can rightfully be considered an autistic art-brut artist (Rozgonyi, 2013a; 2020): her works 

represent a style which is spontaneous, playful, uneducated, infantile and naive, along with her 

thoughts being childlike, self-centred and sincere. Many similarities  can also be found between ‘The 

Artist of Beregszász’ and Henry Darger. They both had a difficult childhood, a solitary and lonely life.  

Both Henry and Klára created a separate world for themselves. They both immersed themselves in a 

constant activity, which they cultivated and nurtured, and through which they could alleviate their 

tension, all in the service of self-healing. Both of them were preoccupied with the weather, in addition 

to having a tendency to collect and hoard things. It was through such activity that they attempted to 

make up for their non-existent contacts with the outside world. One difference between them is that, 

while Henry Darger expressed himself indirectly in a novel, Klára did the same directly. Darger forged 

a novel in which he presented a fictional world which was entirely his own. Klára, on the other hand, 

lived her life through drawings and pictures, and in doing so, found completion. Via the process of 

creation, they tried “to make up for their shortcomings, to salvage their self-esteem" (Hárdi, 2006, 

274.   

In this way, autistic artworks such as Klára’s can be understood as mentalising communication. In the 

paintings of ‘The Artist of Beregszász’ her lifelong suffering, a hell on earth, is vividly represented. 

Her paintings and writings all show her inner world through the eyes of a child. Klára's case is 

exceptional, not only because of the amazing productivity and latent talent which resided within  the 

artist herself, but also on account of her decades of isolation. During those decades, she always longed 

to have exhibitions, to become known, just as her artist moniker suggests. Studying her legacy 

provides  a glimpse into the secluded, inaccessible world of the autistic savant.  
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