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The Game

Growing up in Hungary, raised by a single mother and as the youngest of three boys, life was kept to a very
basic level. | do not recall getting toys as gifts. Christmas was a time for fresh underwear and those rare
oranges. We were at school for half a day followed by the day-care center. It was there that | was introduced
to the game of chess. | never became a good player, but enjoyed it nonetheless. Many years later, living in
New York, | opened up a letter of condolence—the handwriting was unfamiliar, but after reading it, | handed
it to the person to whom it was addressed. It came from Bobby Fischer. He was expressing his sympathy in
the only way he knew: through chess. He had made a small, portable board out of leather and had included
it with the letter. Soon after this, | started to play chess again and played almost every day until the end of
2000. Some time later when | started to work with silkscreens, creating paintings on a larger scale, it made me
think of Fischer and his incredible achievement in Reykjavik back in 1972. A young man, a loner, took on the
Russian chess machinery and succeeded. It is still considered the match of the century. For months | labored on
silkscreens based on the third game of the Fischer-Spassky match, but my skills were not up to the project and
| had to abandon the effort. Last year, | got a shipment from New York. Among its items were the pieces of my
aborted chess project. My almost-forgotten disaster was staring me in the face. | decided to try again, this time
using the new medium | had developed for my paintings: lace, collage, silkscreen and paint. | am very grateful

for that package from New York. About chess: still not good at it.

Szentendre 2006



From Capri to Reykjavik (and Beyond)

On Maxim Gorky'’s invitation, Vladimir llyich Lenin—burdened by the condition of the working class—spent a
week-long vacation on Capri in April 1908. As Nadezhda Krupskaya, Lenin’s companion, described the scene:
"Gorky's place was filled with a crowd of noisy bustling people playing chess or boating.” On the veranda of
Gorky’s home, Lenin played a game of chess with Alexander Bogdanov, another Bolshevik exile. They played
a variant of the Alekhine Defense and Lenin, who played white, overlooked black’s attack and lost. “He grew
angry when he lost, even sulkier, rather childishly,” wrote Gorky, who can be seen, together with five or six
others, in the picture taken on the veranda kibitzing the game. (The Yiddish kibitzer, derived from the German
verb kibitzen, was a fixture in the coffeehouses of early 20th century central Europe and is “one who offers
unsolicited advice, as in one who comments during a game or during analysis following a game.”" A kibitzer
does not play chess, but he is a nuisance: he always knows what you should have played and he will tell
you without having been asked. Sometimes he will tell you what you should play before you play.) Lenin’s
opponent, Bogdanov, ran a socialist school in Capri; he was an influential theoretician of Proletkult, but in
1917 was expelled from the Bolshevik Party and arrested for a short time in 1923. He founded the first blood-
transfusion clinic in the Soviet Union and died because of an unsuccessful experiment on himself. David King,
a collector of doctored Soviet photographs, published three versions of the picture taken in Gorky’s house. In
the first version, Vladimir Bazarov can be seen as one of the kibitzers. He was arrested and tried in 1931 and
eventually executed in 1937. As a consequence, he was airbrushed out of the 1939 giant album Lenin together
with Zinovii Peshkov, a Jewish convert to Christianity, who, following a short stay in the French Foreign Legion,
became Chiang Kai-shek’s military adviser in China.? The Bolsheviks, who were obsessed with chess, could rely
on a respectable tradition: the description of a casual game that Karl Marx played against Meyer, probably in
Berlin in 1867 at the time when Marx delivered the manuscript of the first book of Das Kapital to its publisher
Otto Meissner, survived in chess almanacs.

The Moscow Chess Museum possesses a painting in which Lenin, in Krupskaya's presence, plays chess with
Gorky in the open air, probably in the park of Lenin’s house. The provenance of the painting is questionable.
As David Edmonds and John Eidenow, the co-authors of Bobby Fischer Goes to War remark without providing
their source: “Gorky could not play chess.”? Lev Davidovich Trotsky, however, like quite a few first-generation
Bolshevik leaders, was an avid chess player. He moved to Vienna in 1907, where he befriended Adolph Joffe
(who introduced him to psychoanalysis) and with whom he edited and published Pravda (“Truth”), the official
daily of the Bolshevik Party until August 1991, when Boris Yeltsin outlawed the Communist Party in Russia. In



1917, when the news of the Bolshevik revolution reached Vienna, the headwaiter at the Café Central greeted
the news with the following words: “Ach, that must be our Herr Bronstein from the chess room!”“ (According
to a less innocent version of the same anecdote, “A Jewish journalist knew Trotsky from the period of his stay
in Vienna, when he used to play chess with Baron Rothschild in Café Central...”)®

Trotsky's comrade-in-arms, Nikolai Vasilyevich Krylenko, who together with Trotsky and his friend Joffe was
a member of the Military Revolutionary Committee at the time of the Bolshevik revolution, became the head
of the newly established All-Union Chess Section under the Supreme Council for Physical Education in 1924.
Krylenko was the founder and editor of 64, which is the official Soviet chess magazine to this day.

64 was not Krylenko’s—who had a law degree—only claim to fame. He was one of the leaders of the Military
Revolutionary Committee and immediately after the Bolshevik takeover became Commander-in-Chief of the
army. In the spring of 1918, he was appointed to the Chairmanship of the Revolutionary Tribunal and, in this
capacity, Krylenko was an ardent supporter of the Red Terror. In 1931 he became Commissar of Justice and
Prosecutor General. He was an advocate of the law against male homosexuality and the idea that confession
was the ultimate proof of the defendant’s guilt. After his arrest on January 19, 1938, he too confessed to all
his anti-Soviet crimes; he was found guilty, sentenced to death and shot. (Sir Robert Hamilton Bruce Lockhart,
the first British envoy to the Bolsheviks, whom the Soviets later on accused of an imaginary plot against Lenin,
called Krylenko “a degenerate epileptic.”)

Nikolai Vasilyevich was not only the head of the Soviet Chess Association, but climbed to the top of the Soviet
Mountain Climbing Association too. He was one of the pioneers of Pamir mountain climbing and he was the
first to officially reach the Lenin Peak in the Pamir mountains.® Friedrich Hayek in his Road to Serfdom quotes
Krylenko, the head of the Chess Association (without attributing the source, however): “We must finish once
and for all with the neutrality of chess. We must condemn once and for all the formula ‘chess for the sake
of chess’ (like the formula ‘art for art’s sake’). We must organize shock brigades of chess-players (and begin
immediate realization of a Five-Year Plan for chess).”

It was not only Soviet Communist leaders who were avid chess players. Ceausescu, the Romanian Communist
dictator, played chess in the prison of Jilava in 1941 with Peter Campeanu, who later on in his memoirs recalled
that Ceausescu was unable to hide his free-flowing anger and contempt for other people when he lost. He



refused to speak to the winner. “Some of Ceausescu’s ministers confessed after 1989 that if they needed some
favor or positive answer from the leader, the best moment to drop it into the conversation was in the middle of
a chess game” when the dictator had the chance to win.” After his execution in December 1989, the inventory
of his estate listed not only dozens of mahogany, glass and ebony chess sets, but even a “chess furniture set
—Ludwig XV style.”®

Janos Kadar, the leader of the Hungarian Communist Party between the defeat of the 1956 revolution and
1988, like other leaders of the Hungarian Party, was a regular at the chess board. Chess was considered to be
so politically important in Hungary that for a long time the Chairman of the Hungarian Chess Association was
a member of the Central Committee of the Party. Sdndor Szerényi, who occupied that position for a number
of decades, was also the head of the Reverence Committee in charge of the dead of the Party. It was he who
decided who would be buried in the Pantheon of the Martyrs of the Party, who would be remembered as
the special dead of the movement, and who should be rather forgotten. When, in November 2006, | visited
the 102 year-old veteran Communist and chess player in his home and asked him how he ended up leading
the Reverence Committee, he told me: “You know | have been a member of the Party since 1921. So | knew
everybody; | knew who really were Communists and who were merely pretending.”

Szerényi was Kadar's regular chess partner. “Kadar kept a chess set in his drawer and whenever | visited him we
played a game. The Central Committee had a chess team, ‘Rook” was its name, and Kadar was a member. We
played chess usually every Friday afternoon at the headquarters of the Vasas Sports Club (Kadar was known to
be a fan of the soccer team of the Club) in E&tvds Street.” (Incidentally, the first headquarters of OSA Archivum
were in the very same building at no. 14 E6tvds Street.)

Kadar once told the following anecdote: “The Secretary General asked me (in 1949, when Kadar was Minister
of the Interior) to distract Rajk’s attention (Laszl6 Rajk, Minister of Foreign Affairs, was the best-known victim of
the Stalinist show trials in Hungary) on the day of his planned arrest in order to prevent him from making phone
calls or notifying anybody. So | asked him to come up with me to one of the Party villas on Liberty Hill for a chess

"

party. When | heard footsteps in the corridor, | looked at him and said, ‘checkmate, Comrade Rajk".

It was Krylenko who organized the first international chess tournament in Moscow in 1925, hoping that chess,
concentration and self-discipline would contribute to the education of the new Soviet man. The Moscow



championship was considered important enough to commission a documentary Chess Fever. In accordance
with the high hopes of the heavy-handed Soviet chess chief, the tournament was won by the Soviet Yefim
Bogolybov—ahead of Cuban world champion Jose Raul Capablanca and Emanuele Lasker, the previous world
champion. Although Bogolybov emigrated to the West not long after his important victory and so, irresponsibly,
did Alexander Alekhine, the next world champion (the autistic model of Vladimir Nabokov's novel, The Luzhin
Defence), at the time of Krylov's execution there were already a few million officially enrolled members of
different chess clubs in the Soviet countryside. By 1948, when the Stalinist purges slowly turned openly against
the Jewish members of the nomenclature, the Soviet Union captured the world championship. Mikhail Botvinnik
(himself a Jew) won the world championship tournament in The Hague against Alekhine. From that year until
the summer of 1972, it was always a Soviet grandmaster (Botvinnik three times, Smyslov, Tal, Petrosian, Spassky)
who stood on the pinnacle of the international chess world, representing the unquestionable—however, unlike
production results, unquantifiable—superiority of Soviet Communism over Western Capitalism in this strategic
game, a surrogate of military confrontation.

In 1972 Bobby Fischer appeared, a high-powered 29 year-old American autistic savant, who was the youngest
ever to qualify for the men’s international chess grandmaster title at the age of 15 years and six months. (His
record would later be broken by a young woman, the Hungarian prodigy Judit Polgar, who—despite her
gender—qualified for the men’s grandmaster title one month earlier at the age of 15 years and five months.
Judit Polgar’s sister Zsuzsa is a men’s international grandmaster, while her third sister is an international master.
In 1993 Fischer, fleeing from the U.S. authorities, came to Budapest, where—as is typical of autistic individuals
obsessed by set rules, classifiable structures and rituals—he would frequent thermal and Turkish baths and play
chess privately with Judit Polgar.) Fischer, the unpredictable, destructive and especially self-destructive savant,
considered to be the likely candidate to play for the world champion title against the reigning Soviet champion
Boris Spassky, advanced to the final after a record-breaking miraculous performance in 1970-1971. He won the
“Interzonal” in Palma de Majorca by a margin of 3.5 points; then he smashed Mark Taimanov, the piano-virtuoso
Soviet grandmaster, by six games to none (“This performance by Fischer may be the best, in statistical terms
anyway, ever recorded in a single competition.”® The Soviets considered the humiliation as “the unprecedented
defeat of a Soviet grandmaster.”) Next came Bent Larsen, who was considered the best non-Soviet besides
Fischer, and he too was defeated by six games to zero, an unheard of record of nineteen consecutive victories
against the very best in the world, one after another. The only remaining obstacle between Fischer and the



world championship game was now Tigran Petrosian, who was duly defeated 6.5-2.5, a devastating outcome
for a former world champion. The road was now open to Reykjavik, to “the match of the century” or “the

match of all times,” as the Fischer-Spassky match was labeled by the media and experts as well.

Whether or not the match would actually take place was the question, not its outcome. The erratic Fischer set
impossible conditions, while the Soviets were alarmed by the likelihood that they would lose the title to an
improbable representative of the other superpower. Fischer did not show up either at the opening or at the first
game. He finally arrived on July 4, 1972, persuaded by Henry Kissinger in between his negotiations to end the
Vietnam War. On September 4th, following the forty-first move of the twenty-first game, Spassky realized that
he had lost—not only the game, but the title as well—and resigned. Fischer has never defended his title (on
April 2, 1975 the Soviet Anatoli Karpov was proclaimed world champion).

The Reykjavik match caused a global chess craze: tens of millions watched the moves live all over the world, not
only on American television networks, but in Latin America, Bangladesh, Africa, and on the streets of Belgrade.
As Louis Menand reported in the pages of The New Yorker, Fischer's face was on the cover of Life, The New York
Times Magazine, Newsweek, Time and Der Spiegel. Newspapers assigned the most improbable commentators,
the Hungarian-born Arthur Koestler, author of the dissection of the Stalinist show trials, Darkness at Noon,
among them. According to the London Daily Telegraph, Koestler, in order to prepare himself for the game, went
to the British Library to find books both on chess and Iceland. Upon entering the famous reading room, where
such chess players as Marx and Lenin had prepared themselves for world revolution, he became hesitant where
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to turn first: to the shelves with books on Iceland or to books on chess. As “c” precedes in the alphabet,
he looked for chess first and the first book that caught his eye was Chess in Iceland and in Icelandic Literature
by a certain Williard Friske, published in Florence in 1905. The book had been presented to the London Library
by Cornell University Library in 1910. Koestler had the book out from May to September 1972, so he took it to

Reykjavik.

The match in the Icelandic capital did not take place without premonition. In 1944, the Julien Levy Gallery
commissioned Marcel Duchamp and Max Ernst, central figures of the European avant-garde, to organize a
representative exhibition in New York. The Imagery of Chess became such a legendary show that, in 2005-2006,

the Noguchi Museum in New York recreated the original exhibition. Duchamp was passionate about chess



and, for a while, he gave up all his artistic work in order to concentrate just on the game. He played on the
French national team alongside Alekhine, who emigrated to France from Russia. Duchamp, who played at the
Chess Olympiad, almost won the French national championship in 1925. The 1944 exhibition featured Man Ray,
Arshile Gorky, Robert Motherwell, André Breton, Yves Tanguy and Isamu Noguchi, among others. John Cage
sent a painting entitled Chess Pieces.! Alexander Calder, the sculptor of mobiles, sent a few objects from his
Knightmares Portfolio, which included an ink and watercolor work on paper The Icelandic Queen meets a King
from China.

As the appendix to Bobby Fischer goes to War chronicles, Fischer was a rather unlikely representative of the
other superpower. His mother, Regina Wender, of Polish-Jewish origin, was suspected of being a Soviet agent
for many years. The FBI followed her life for three decades. She married the Communist Gerhardt Fischer,
known also as Gerardo Liebscher, in Moscow in 1933. She left Russia in 1938 (Fischer or Liebscher, who
might have been a Comintern agent, left earlier, perhaps for Spain, to take part in the civil war) and moved to
Moscow, Idaho in the U.S., where she divorced Fischer. According to the FBI files, she became a member of the
Communist Political Association in Oregon, actively protested against the Vietnam War, picketed in front of the
White House, took part in the 1961 “Walk for Peace” from San Francisco to Moscow, etc.

Bobby Fischer’s biological father was most probably not the Communist Fischer, but a certain Dr. Paul Nemenyi,
a Hungarian Jew, born in Fiume (today’s Rijeka in Croatia), who studied at the Budapest Polytechnic, moved
to the U.S. in 1939 and worked as a mechanical engineer at the lowa Institute of Hydraulic Research. The FBI

suspected that he, too, was a Communist.™

After his defeat, Spassky married Marina Stcherbatcheff, a secretary at the commercial section of the French
Embassy in Moscow and the granddaughter of an exiled White Russian general. The marriage and the willingness
of the Soviet authorities to grant Spassky permission to leave and live with his wife in France was the first
test-case of the so called “humanitarian basket of the Helsinki Accord”—the document that prompted the
formation of the first human rights movements in the Communist world. The Soviets finally gave in and granted
the permission to Spassky, who left his home country, as the London Times put it “after he had been ostracized
after his humiliating defeat.”

Fischer and Spassky met one more time, for a rematch, in Yugoslavia in Belgrade and Sveti Stefan on the



Adriatic Sea. The $5 million prize was offered by Jezdimir Vasiljevic, the flamboyant and dubious Yugoslav
banker. Fischer won for the second time, ordered red champagne to celebrate his victory, took his $3.35 million
(Spassky received $1.65 million) and fled to Argentina, then to Hungary, as he had been indicted by a federal
grand jury on a single count of violating the first President Bush’s executive order banning U.S. citizens from
engaging in commercial relations with the former Yugoslavia.™ Vasiljevic, the banker fled too and, on his way
to Israel, he held an international press conference in Budapest, where he offered another $5 million for a
match between Fischer and Judit Polgar. The banker disappeared from sight and the match did not take place.
Spassky, however, defeated Judit Polgar on February 16, 1993 in Budapest in the final game of a ten-game
match financed by no other than Jezdimir Vasiljevic. Although Spassky won the last game, it was Judit Polgar
who won the tournament 5.5-4.5, for which she received $110,000, while Spassky got $90,000.

Fischer stayed perhaps for a few years in Hungary, where his 17 year-old girlfriend, the international chess
master Zita Rajcsanyi, tried hard to persuade him to return to the chess table. (According to Zsuzsa Polgar’s
chess blog, the Fischer-Rajcsanyi couple was one of “the most formidable chess couples in history.”) Fischer
disappeared from Hungary, went to Iceland, then to Japan, was allegedly arrested and, according to rumors,
was logging on to play three-minute games of blitz chess at the Internet Chess Club (www.chessclub.com) as
an “unapproved guest” under pseudonyms. Nigel Short, the British grandmaster, claimed that Fischer dazzled
him on the internet “with brazen tactics and blinding speed” that left the Englishman ninety-nine percent
certain he had faced the best chess player of the last, and quite possibly any, generation. Short characterized
the games as “what an undiscovered Mozart symphony would be to a music lover.” " Nigel Short's revelation
triggered a frantic but completely unsuccessful search on the internet, the majority of the experts insisting that
“only a computer would be able to do what the mysterious Fischer of the Internet Chess Club has done.” On
the evening of September 30, 2001, “a player with a grandmaster title calling himself—what else?—Bobby
Fischer, appeared on a Chess Base beta site” to play against the latest computer chess program. “The games
were guite mind-boggling, the moves and ideas truly spectacular... Most important, many of the moves with
lightning speed, much faster than any human slaving a game computer’s moves could possibly execute on the
server.” > Erdogen Gunes, one of the most experienced computer operators in the world, having used both of
his hands when entering the moves in the computer, challenged the alleged Bobby Fischer. Erdogan operated
his high-speed computer furiously, but the mysterious Fischer was able to keep up the speed. After thirteen
games, the score was 6.5-6.5. At this point, the alleged Robert James Fischer stopped, left and disappeared.



On Monday, February 27, 1995 Népszabadsag, the largest circulation Hungarian daily and the former official
newspaper of the Communist Party, reported that “more than four years after the reunification of Germany,
the athletes of the GDR accomplished their last sporting success. The GDR won third place in the Postal (or
Correspondence) Chess Olympiad that had started back in 1987. The championship that lasted for eight years
was spared from the stormy changes of politics and history, as the gold medal went to the Soviet Union,
another country that does not exist anymore.”

[stvan Rév

Istvan Rév is Professor of History at the Central European University in Budapest and Director of Open Society Archives, one of the largest recent history and
human rights archives in the world. His Retroactive Justice, Prehistory of Post-Communism was published by Stanford University Press in 2005.
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Painting as Palimpsest

Of all the condolence messages and gifts addressed to the Dakota following the murder of John Lennon, few
were so odd or so touching as the handmade, 2 x 2 inch, leather chess set that arrived in 1983 from world
champion Bobby Fischer. Shortly after it reached Lennon’s widow, Yoko Ono, she and her companion Sam
Havadtoy began to play three games a day. “Three,” Havadtoy remembers, “because we're both so competitive,
and there always had to be a clear winner.” As destiny would have it, this was also the time at which Havadtoy
had begun to learn the craft of silkscreen printing—the first crucial step in his own initiation as an artist.

More than 20 years later, those unrelated activities would lead to a virtuoso suite of paintings entitled The One
Man Show. These reductive yet intricate reliefs document the forty-one moves of the famous—some would say
infamous—third game of the Reykjavik match of 1972 in which Chicago-born Robert James Fischer successfully
challenged the world champion Boris Spassky. More than 2,000 spectators followed the ten-day match, helping
to elevate the game of chess to an international sport of Olympic-like status and turning the chessboard into an
ersatz battlefield where Communism and Democracy mustered their opposing forces.

Though the East-West conflict played a consequential role in Sam Havadtoy’s own personal development, the
political dimension of the Reykjavik encounter is of secondary relevance to his work. Far more, he is fascinated
by the intricate process of capturing and possessing, which he himself compares to “the game of love.” (That
game, in turn, has been sensitively explored in two series of works entitled Love is Hell.) A number of modern
artists and writers have been passionate chess-players and the game has offered convenient metaphors for
conquest and reflection, intuition and aggression.

Visual artists have extrapolated formal as well as thematic principles from the apparatus itself. In Jacques Villon's
The Chessboard (1919), for example, the board inspires an exercise that combines Renaissance perspective with
geometrical abstraction. The same source provided Fernand Léger with Cubistic patterning. In their passion for
streamlining, Bauhaus designers like Heinz Nosselt removed the last trace of ornamentation from the figures
themselves. Josef Hartwig went so far as to replace the representational pieces with basic geometric forms, all
variations on the cube, the sphere and the cylinder.

Nowhere do we encounter a more puzzling, ambiguous use of chess in painting than in a number of works by
René Magritte, where an elongated, half-humanoid variation on the pawn provides an assertive vertical presence
within the total composition. In La Traversée difficile (1926), for example, the figure is surmounted by a single,
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cyclopean eye, surveying a scene whose sinister allusions include a trapped bird and a storm-tossed ship. The
latter appears again in La Traversée difficile Il (1964), where the one-eyed vertical figure is draped in a cloak and
poised like a sentinel before a stone wall abutting the churning sea. In La Rencontre (1926), a trio of one-eyed
figures studies its reflection in a mirror, while in La Naissance de I'idole (1926), the figure has been augmented by

the single, slender arm of a woman.

The fascination of such surreal juxtapositions has a great deal to do with the cryptic narratives they suggest.
Though The One Man Show is closer to the minimalism of Agnes Martin than to the figurative ensembles of
René Magritte, Havadtoy’s work also has a narrative dimension—not only here but also in the earlier series
entitled Legends and Love Is Hell. For those with the savvy necessary to “translate” the moves of a chess
match, it too constitutes a narrative with a clear beginning, middle and end. Indeed, a game of chess observes
in exemplary fashion the Aristotelian dramatic unities of time, place and action. If we add to the occasion mil-
lions of dollars in prize monies, thousands of spectators and worldwide television coverage, the show-business
razzle-dazzle is hard to overlook.

This aspect is not entirely irrelevant to a consideration of Havadtoy's latest series. After all, his artistic coming
of age was closely linked to Warhol's Factory and his Legends series honors such popular-culture icons as David
Bowie, Stevie Wonder, Bob Dylan and Tina Turner. Nonetheless, each of the forty-one compositions that make
up The One Man Show is an independent, self-contained entity. The feeling of something closed, self-contained
and reflective may derive in part from the square shape of the canvases themselves. To be sure, the shape of
the canvas echoes that of the chessboard, which is divided in turn into smaller squares and provides the painter
with an underlying “found” structure. But there is more than mimesis at work here. All of Havadtoy's canvases
employ square formats and all are of a scale that stands in intimate relationship to the viewer, beckoning him

to draw near.

The urge to move closer in order to “read” the pictures (many of which literally sport written words, names and
phrases) is further strengthened by the intricate surface of the works, which are built up with layer after layer
of paint-drenched antique lace. Havadtoy began collecting the material nearly a decade ago, fascinated by its
tactile beauty, its endlessly varied patterns and structures, but also by the “stories” encoded there. Each pattern

contains clues to a particular time and place, but it also pays homage to the skill and industry and to the untold
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life-stories of the anonymous women who created it. By layering and overlapping different patterns, the artist
produces a complex, layered narrative all his own. In the case of The One Man Show, for example, the figures
belonging to the two combatants can be identified by the patterns of the lace with which they are represented.

Standing above the lace-covered pictorial ground, they lend the works a three-dimensional presence.

Havadtoy has developed his own special techniques for preparing the lace and incorporating it into the com-
position, in this case even preparing stencils with which the silhouettes of each player’s pieces have been cut.
There is something sober in these multi-textured, monochromatic compositions, far removed from the sensu-
ous idiom of Love Is Hell or the gilded glamour of Legends. It is a tribute to the artist’s creative energy that he
has established such a broad aesthetic range from the same techniques and the same unlikely materials. There
is an inherent ambiguity in the notion of “painting” with lace, commensurate to the ambiguity of the material
itself. From the white lace of the bridal veil to the black lace of the seductress’s fan, lace itself is a complex meta-
phor. Even in popular culture, the associations are conflicting. From Scarlett O'Hara to Belle Watling, the film
classic Gone with the Wind comprises a virtual encyclopedia for lace-lovers. In the play and film entitled Arsenic
and Old Lace the material suggests a kind of quaint (if deadly) senility, while in Midnight Lace it evokes sexual
frustration and terror. Latex, Leather and Lace, a so-called “adult film” released in 1993, requires no further

comment, yet it does add to the extraordinary range of associations prompted by the material.

Sam Havadtoy is well aware of these multi-layered connotations and exploits to the full one of lace’s classic
functions: that of concealment. In most of his earlier works, the artist inscribed his memories and reflections
on the raw canvas, sometimes writing over the lines for a second time if the space proved inadequate for a
particular “story.” Having completed this therapeutic task, he then blotted out his own words with a layer of
paint, wrapped the canvas in lace, added more paint and surface washes of color or of gold leaf. When this
“sandwich” was complete, further words were sometimes stenciled onto the surface of the work. A striated
construction of this sort constitutes a sort of palimpsest. Technically, the word describes the ancient practice
of scraping away an older text from costly vellum or parchment and writing a new text above. In an extended

sense, it can refer to the act of concealment, to the intentional “burial” of a text.
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In explaining why he gave the title Palimpsest to his own autobiography, author Gore Vidal offered the following
definition:

Palimpsest: discrete archeological layers of a life to be excavated like the different
levels of old Troy, where, at some point beneath those cities upon cities, one hopes
to find Achilles and his beloved Patroclus, and all the wrath with which our world

began.

In Havadtoy's work, too, there is a sense of the archeological: of a kind of “dig” that moves through emotional,
aesthetic and cultural layers. Even if more recent works lack the confessional texts at their deepest level, their
true strength lies in their manifold aesthetic. For those who know even the rough outlines of Sam Havadtoy'’s
life, it would not be difficult to see The One Man Show as a title for his own autobiography. And it comes as no
surprise that Samuel G. Havadtoy feels a personal identification with Robert J. Fischer. As the artist commented
in a recent interview: “We both challenged the machine.” And won. That victory is perhaps the true subject of

this recent, intriguing sequence of paintings.

David Galloway

David Galloway is a free-lance art critic and curator whose writing appears regularly in the International Herald Tribune, ARTnews and Art in America. He has
held the Chair of American Studies at the Ruhr University in Germany and served as the first Chief Curator of the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art.
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CHECKMATE

Samuel Havadtoy's forty-one pastel-color paintings appear, at first sight, abstract. Each displays a few textured
chess figures rhythmically arranged on a structured and textured ground, the positions and the rhythm
slightly changing from picture to picture. They strike the viewer as both melancholy and energetic and a closer

examination reveals that both impressions are correct.

What we witness is a theater of chess overlaid on fine lacework and a personal reading of a particular game
played by maverick Bobby Fischer with then world champion Boris Spassky in Reykjavik in 1972, which resulted
in Fischer's victory and taking the world championship from Spassky. What intrigues Havadtoy, however,
is not just Fischer’s winning the third game—the one he evokes in his series of paintings—but also Fischer’s
indifference to defending his newly won title. This disinterest distinguished him as an eccentric who disregarded
the set framework of championships and international protocols and shed light on a pursuit of Fischer’s much
more important than these.

It is Fischer’s passionate inner game—the one he had played against, in a sense, the world—that made Havadtoy
paint each of the forty-one moves of Fischer’s third, winning game against Spassky. The series of paintings
which resulted is not only a narrative of squeezing victory out of an extremely sharp confrontation, but also
the story of quitting after the game: to have gained that victory and kept it to oneself. Fischer’s disregard
for everything that is outside the chess board and his personal pursuits strike Havadtoy as a deeply personal
triumph over the world and its rules; one which is truer and deeper than the results which are entered in the
record books. Fischer needed to prevail and on his own terms at that. This, as Havadtoy’s forty-one paintings

confirm, spells ultimate victory.

Chess has been seen as the purest and most exalted form of human aspiration, conflict and creativity by many
chess players and artists. Marcel Duchamp, famous for his addiction to the game, said that “the chess pieces are
the block alphabet which shapes thoughts; and these thoughts, although making a visual design on the chess-
board, express their beauty abstractly, like a poem... | have come to the personal conclusion that while all artists
are not chess players, all chess players are artists.”! Duchamp’s view sheds light on Havadtoy's pursuit of giving
visual shape to actions and emotional developments which are expressed within the confines of the highly
articulate regulations of the system called “chess.” He is taken by the clarity and passion the game requires

and regards chess, like many artists such as John Cage, Max Ernst or Hungarian sculptor Gyorgy Jovanovics,
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among others, as the epitome or, at least, the metaphor of life inasmuch as an attempt to win a chess game
is tantamount to challenging and negotiating fate. The particular aspect of Havadtoy's take on chess is his
discovery in artistic expression of the interpersonal dynamics of playing; that is, the close association the game
creates between the enemies, be they two rivals, lovers, or man and his fate.

The emotional import of the game is eloquently conveyed by the material Havadtoy uses. Key to these paintings
is, on the one hand, the textured material which, painted over in soft hues of acrylic, provides the ground layer
of the paintings: old lace. This highly charged and evocative material sets the tone of the paintings. More than
anything else, old lace suggests loss. The slightly torn and stained lace which used to grace old fashioned homes
bespeaks the loss of a genteel world: that of comfort, security and unconditional love, longed for amidst the
harsh battles of present-day persons entangled in actual relationships. Moreover, with its solidly set patterns
and rigorous techniques, old lace also stands for the image, real or only wished for, of a stable and regulated
world kept up by relentless female work representing nothing less than continuity and eternity.

Hand-made or machine-made, lace is the sissy object par excellence. Flowery or geometric, it generally brings to
mind everything that is feminine: tenderness, home-making, decoration, fragility, attention to detail, intricate
and often affected beauty. On the other hand though, the infinitely repetitive patterns of lace also reflect
steadiness and a system of order beyond the human scale, like the meditative-geometric paintings of Agnes
Martin, whose work is an inspiration to Havadtoy.

Superimposing the images of chess on lace and indeed cutting the chess figures out of lace, Havadtoy’s present
paintings are an inquiry into the inter-connectedness of the extremely personal and that which is systematic and
universal. Fascinated by the physicality, the optical effects, and the emotional load of two groups of unrelated
objects, Havadtoy reveals deep-running relations between these two apparently discrete levels of reality by
juxtaposing and combining them.

When chess figures are dressed in lace, it becomes particularly clear that chess is the opposite of everything
that lace stands for. It is a fierce, if sublimated, warfare to conquer and defeat the other even if it is fought by
observing set rules. It is one-on-one combat with all the aggression it takes, in the course of which the parties
keep on developing their respective pre-conceived strategies for winning. Besides mastering the rules and
specific gifts like memory and imagination, the game requires empathy, wit, psychological alertness and insight
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as well as cold calculation, the combined use of which turns the parties’ relationship symbiotic. They read each
other’s minds as they trick and trap one another in an effort to be at least one step ahead. It is, Havadtoy
suggests, a form of lethal and hellish love.

It is the intimacy of the war enemies; the same dualism he recognizes in the fabric of love that keeps Havadtoy
fascinated by chess. At stake is to emerge victorious by taking advantage of an overpowering knowledge of
the other’s mind and exploiting the unchangeable rules for one’s own advantage. Playing a game of chess is an
attempt to bend fate towards oneself.

Destiny, in a different way, is also woven into the ruthlessly regulated patterns of lace. As the paintings’
compositions—the arrangement of the chess figures on the pieces of lace which stand for the chess board—
change in truthfulness to the actual 1972 game, the conflict between rules that have come down to us from
old and the one-time chance that one individual can take against them unfolds. Bobby Fischer is a triumphant
example for breaking the rules after having kept to them. The sensual beauty of lace, a fine cobweb that
Havadtoy displays in his series of paintings, contemplative and analytical as they are, entails yearning and
anguish. As Hungarian writer Imre Kertesz wrote, “Beauty is the unfulfilled dream of desire. In the face of
beauty, the human condition in its purest form is therefore always pain.”?

Eva Forgacs

Eva Forgdcs is a critic, writer and curator, author of The Bauhaus Idea and Bauhaus Politics (1991, 1995), and co-editor of Between Worlds, a Sourcebook
of Central European Avant-Gardes. She has published a number of essays on the classic avant-garde and contemporary art. A former Professor of the
Hungarian Academy of Crafts and Design, she teaches at Art Center College of Design in Pasadena, California.

1 http://batgirl.atspace.com/ChessAnecdotes.html
2 Imre Kertész, Galyanapld (Galley Diary), Budapest: Holnap Kiado, 1999, p. 65.
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