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When discussing the art of Mária Barta, one often comes across the word 
‘hidden’. Indeed, the early part of her oeuvre forms a chapter in the history 
of the Hungarian Avant-garde that draws attention to the undiscovered and 
exciting fragments of this period awaiting to be explored. 

A key role in Mária Barta’s embarking upon her career was played by her 
family’s attachment to art: her mother, herself an art lover, encouraged Mária 
and her two siblings to pursue an artistic path. 

Her brother, István Barta (1892–1976), initially tried his talent in painting 
and graphic art: he studied at the Academy of Arts and Crafts in Budapest 
as a student of Aladár Körősfői-Kriesch, and from the mid-1910s he worked 
abroad – in Vienna, Italy and Paris – for shorter and longer periods of time.1  

Out of the three siblings, Mária’s younger brother, the sculptor Lajos 
Barta (1899–1986), became the most famous. He encountered abstract art in 
the late 1930s in Paris and was a member of the European School from 1945 
to 1948. In 1965 he emigrated to Cologne, where he made abstract open-air 
sculptures.2

Mária Barta’s training in art began in 1915, when she enrolled in the 
graphic art programme of the Academy of Arts and Crafts in Budapest, where 
her masters were Géza Udvardy, Béla Iványi-Grünwald and József Rippl-Ró-
nai.3 In the first period of her career, her works reflected the influence of the 
academicised style of late Secession and she mainly produced portraits and 
nudes as well as stage and costume designs.4

In the early 1920s she travelled to Vienna, where she attended the 
Kunstgewerbeschule Wien; it was here that she became familiar with the 
Avant-garde aspirations of the time. Some sources make reference to her 
working in Kassák’s circle during her Vienna years but no evidence has been 
discovered yet to confirm this.5 In the remaining part of the 1920s she lived 

1  Gábor Pataki: Előszó [Foreword]. In: Barta Mária és Barta István festőművészek emlékkiállítása, [Memo-
rial Exhibitions of Painters Mária Barta and István Barta] Pataky Galéria [Pataki Gallery], Budapest, 1986.

2  Mária Árvai [et al.]: Barta Lajos: Túlélési stratégiák [Lajos Barta: Survival Strategies], Budapesti 
Történeti Múzeum [Budapest history Museum], Budapest, 2019. 

3 Ferenc Helbing (ed.): Az Országos Magyar Királyi Iparművészeti Iskola évkönyve 1880–1930, [Year-
book of the National Hungarian Academy of Arts and Crafts 1880-1930], Budapest, 1930.

4  Zoltán Gálig (ed.): Barta Mária: festmények, grafikák, kollázsok [Mária Barta: Paintings, Graphics 
Works and collages], Szombathelyi Képtár [Gallery of Szombathely], 1999. 

5  Miklós Hernádi wrote in a study that the artists (Aladár Komját, Alfréd Kemény, Aladár Tóth) who were 
planning to separate from the intellectual circle that gathered round Kassák’s periodical MA [Today] relied 
on Mária Barta, János Mattis-Teutsch, Béla Uitz, László Moholy-Nagy and László Péri to join them. Herná-
di makes reference to a letter, of which no data is currently at our disposal in literature at the moment. 
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in Paris and during this time she also went on several study trips to Italy. In 
Rome, Florence and Sicily she made portraits and street scenes, while im-
mersing herself in the study of pictures in museums. She returned to Hungary 
in the early 1930s, which marks the beginning of her active participation at 
exhibitions, the first one of these being the 1933 show of collected works in 
the National Salon, where she was able to display her art in a separate room. 6

She remained a regular exhibitor at the National Salon and the Ernst 
Museum shows, and being a member of the Munkácsy Guild, the New Society 
of Fine Artists (KÚT) and the Association of Balaton Painters she also took 
part in the exhibitions organized by these groups. 

Mária Barta’s oeuvre has survived in fragments, as her works from her 
years spent abroad in the 1920s are barely known. Her return to Budapest in 
the early 1930s represent a turning point in this regard: a significantly larger 
number of works have passed down to us from this time compared to the ear-
lier period, while a new genre, the collage, appeared in her art, opening a new 
chapter in her oeuvre.

The influence of the late Secession and naturalism, which characterized 
her earlier period, were replaced by reduced forms and a stylized approach as 
well as by a brief but all the more productive period of experimentation with the 
collage technique. Making collages, or the technique of “drawing with scissors” 
(Henri Matisse) was a method of experimentation introduced by Avant-garde 
trends. The new genre remained popular throughout the twentieth century with 
its first Hungarian examples emerging in Kassák’s circle. Mária Barta’s collage 
art bears the influence of her impressions gathered in the 1920s in Vienna, Par-
is and Italy and is linked to the progressive tendencies of early-twentieth-cen-
tury European art in several ways. The inspiration of Dance by Matisse can be 
seen in the evolution of her language of form and palette, and variations of the 
dance motif can be regularly observed during this period of her art. 

A great many of her collages confirm that besides the dance motif Mária 
Barta’s imagination was deeply captured by the movement and objects of exot-
ic peoples. This could also explain her attraction to progressive trends, whose 
representatives addressed this subject with the same passion as she did. Her 
faceless figures with their arms raised are depicted performing rites and are 
often repeated in the same composition as their own negatives, thus evoking 
the rhythms of movement and dance. This effect is further enhanced by her 
playful use of masks, which in some pictures conjure up archaic rituals and 
in others the world of modern fancy-dress balls. The sketchily cut-out figures 
often appear in imaginary, tale-like settings or simply float in barely indicated 
spaces, hence directing attention to the central motif of the composition.

Miklós Hernádi: A rejtőzködő Barta Mária [The Hidden Mária Barta]. Új Művészet [New Art], issues 6 and 
7 (1995), 24–25, 93. 

6  A Nemzeti Szalon LXXXI. gyűjteményes kiállításának katalógusa [Catalogue of the National Salon’s 81st 
Exhibition of Collected Works], Nemzeti Szalon [National Salon], Budapest, 1933. 

Her collages are mainly made using bright monochrome colour paper, 
while, resulting from her experimentation with materials, some of her pic-
tures contain decorative, metallic and shiny foil and, to a lesser extent, textile 
cut-outs. In this period, besides experimenting with paper and textile, Barta 
continued to make drawings using ink pencil. In their themes, these drawings 
mainly hark back to the portraits and costume designs the artist made in the 
1920s, but they are more characterized by an approach evocative of the Art 
Deco than her works conceived during her early years.7 The other important 
group of works in Barta’s oeuvre comprise oil paintings, which, rather inter-
estingly, are closely linked to the collage technique of her paper works: Barta 
basically transplanted her previous compositional forms and motifs onto can-
vas and using the means of painting strove to create a similarly fragmented, 
schematic and stylized visual world.  

Mária Barta’s collages were last displayed at an exhibition in 1947. The 
last period of her oeuvre, which lasted until her death in 1969, is formed by 
intimate and atmospheric interiors and still-lifes evocative of Post-impression-
ism.8Literature on her oeuvre chiefly remembers her and makes references to 
her as a still-life painter. Since most of the texts published during her lifetime 
make no mention of her progressive period of the 1930s, it might explain that 
this segment of her oeuvre was not researched for a long time. However, sev-
eral of the exhibitions organized after her death, both solo retrospective and 
group shows, included works from this period. 

Her works can be found in numerous public collections, including the 
Hungarian National Gallery, the József Katona Museum in Kecskemét and the 
Janus Pannonius Museum in Pécs.

7  Zoltán Gálig: Egy egzotikus különút. Barta Mária művészete 1920 és 1950 között [An Exotic Personal 
Path. The Art of Mária Barta between 1920 and 1950], Új Művészet 11, issue 4 (2000), 33–36.

8  Pataki 1986 (note 1). 
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Composition, 1930’s, paper collage, 17,5 x 24 cm Encounter, 1930’s, paper collage, 16 x 24,5 cm
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Heart, 1931, paper collage, 15 x 20 cm Pilgrimage, 1930, paper collage, 20 x 25 cm



12 13

Glance, 1930’s, paper collage, 21,5 x 28 cm Swimmer, 1930’s, paper collage, 17 x 20 cm



14 15

Color layers, 1936, paper collage, 17x34.5 cm Figures in costume, 1930, paper collage, 20 x 27 cm



16 17

Tribal dance, 1930’s, paper collage, 22 x 31,5 cm Couple, 1930’s, paper collage, 34 x 44 cm



18 19

Shadows, 1930’s, paper collage, 34,5 x 49 cm Portrait of a woman, 1930’s, paper collage, 36 x 49 cm



20 21

Double portrait, 1930’s, paper collage, 34 x 48 cm Beside the fire, 1930’s, paper collage, 33 x 47,5 cm



22 23

Double portrait II.,1930’s, paper collage, 33 x 47,5 cm Dance of joy, 1930’s paper collage, 26x45 cm



24 25

Faces, 1930’s, paper collage, 50x71 cm Summer, 1930’s, paper collage, 27.5x37.5 cm



26 27

Under the palm trees, 1930’s, paper collage, 20x26.5 cm Shapes and colors, 1930’s, paper collage, 22x29 cm 



28 29

Head, 1930’s, paper collage 49.5x35.5 cm Kiss, 1930’s, paper collage, 33,5x48 cm 



30 31

Shadows II., 1930’s, paper collage, 31.5x40.5 cm Shadows III., 1930’s paper collage, 31.5x40.5 cm 



32 33

Deep in the forest, 1929, paper collage, 37x28 cm Parrot, 1931, paper collage, 15 x 23 cm
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Portrait of a sitting woman, 1930’s, paper collage, 16,5x24 cm Flames, 1931, paper collage, 19x24,5 cm



36 37

Ritual, 1930’s, paper collage, 17x20,5 cm Dancing figures, 1930’s, paper collage, 17x30 cm



Paintings



40 41

Conversation, 1930’s, oil on canvas, 60x49 cm Dawn, 1930’s, oil on canvas, 48x55 cm 



42 43

Behind the mask, 1930’soil on canvas 68x98 cm Face to face, 1930’s, oil on canvas, 63.5x46 cm 
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Mascarade, 1930’s, oil on canvas, 95x 95 cm Textile Collages



46 47

Devotion, 1930’s, textile on paper, 100x47 cm Feast, 1930’s, textile on paper, 33x67 cm



48 49

Dancing around the tree, 1930’s, textile on paper, 66 x 47 cm In the village, 1930’s, textile on paper, 66 x 49 cm



Mária Barta (1897-1969) 

SELECTED SOLO EXHIBITIONS

1959   Ernst Museum, Budapest
1964   Fényes Adolf Hall, Budapest 
1966   Danuvia Művelődési Ház, Budapest
1986   Pataky Gallery, Budapest (with her brother István Barta)
1999   Szombathelyi Képtár, Budapest 

SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS

1933   National Salon, Budapest 
1937-1943  KÚT exhibitions
1937   National Fine Art Exhibition, Kunsthalle, Budapest
1934   Exhibition of the Balaton Association, Új Szalon, Budapest
1947   Alkotás Művészház, Budapest
1948   Hungarian graphic exhibition, Stockholm
1957   Spring Exhibition, Kunsthalle, Budapest
1959   Exhibition of Seven Painters, Ernst Museum, Budapest
1960   Exhibition of Hungarian women artists, Kunsthalle, Budapest
2004   Hungarian Collage, Városi Művészeti Múzeum Képtára, Győr

WORKS IN PUBLIC COLLECTIONS

Janus Pannonius Museum, Pécs
Katona József Museum, Kecskemét
Hungarian National Gallery, Budapest
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