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During the 1960s and 1970s art historians like Júlia Szabó, 
Krisztina Passuth and Lajos Németh worked to bring a 
group of painters called The Eight, the Hungarian Avant-
garde of the early twentieth century, back into public 
focus. Among those long-overlooked artists was Sándor 
Galimberti (1883-1915). Galimberti, who had a Trieste 
background through his father, was a pupil of István Réti 
and had worked at the Nagybánya Artists' Colony. He 
and his wife Valéria Dénes (1877-1915), also a painter, 
were living in Paris when war broke out in 1914. They 
fled to neutral Holland to avoid internment. Tragically, 
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they both died there the following year. Much of the work 
Galimberti left behind in Paris was presumed lost or 
destroyed, and his premature death meant that his name 
had been largely forgotten. 

Scholars looking for a significant work to enlarge the 
Galimberti oeuvre were inclined to attribute the painting 
Taban to him. It has certain similarities with Galimberti's 
style in its treatment of buildings. Valéria Dénes's sister, 
the authoress Zsófia Dénes, who had herself been in Paris 
before the First World War and was the only living person 
to have seen most of Galimberti's work, believed Taban 



was by her brother-in-law. But the signature on the painting 
had been erased (leaving visible evidence of the forgers' 
unscrupulous activity). It was displayed as a Galimberti 
in the Hungarian Activism exhibition at the Janus Pannonius 
Museum, Pécs, in 1973 (the owner being József Frankfurt) 
and referred to as such in the catalogue for the 33rd 
BAV Auction the following year. The Hungarian National 
Gallery (HNG) acquired the painting at this auction.1 

Dating it around 1913, the HNG displayed Taban on 
several occasions. Moreover, it was featured on the cover 
of a small 1979 publication about Sándor Galimberti 
and Valéria Dénes by Zsófia Dénes. Catalogued under 
Galimberti in the HNG permanent collection, its attribution 
appeared to be finalised.2 The work's importance was 
underlined when it was selected for a major exhibition of 
Hungarian Avant-garde art seen at three locations in the 
United States between 1991-1993, and indeed reproduced 
as a full-page frontispiece to the exhibition catalogue.3 

Parallel to this travelling show, a commemorative 
exhibition of work by János György Simon (Jean-Georges 
Simon, 1894-1968) opened at the National Széchényi 
Library in December 1991.4 It featured drawings, prints 
and paintings by Simon, mostly from Hungarian 
collections. Among the exhibits, a painting entitled City 
Detail5 bore a striking resemblance in style, form and 
colour to Taban. When the two paintings were eventually 
put side by side in Budapest to be examined by art 
historians and specialist restorers a majority of those present 
agreed the works must be from the same hand. It was 
accepted that the pencil inscription SG on the stretcher 
could equally indicate Georges Simon or Sándor Galimberti. 
It helped when Prof. Krisztina Passuth, who put the 
counter-arguments to my doctoral thesis on Simon's oeuvre, 
did not reject my hypothesis on the painting's attribution. 
Fortunately another doctoral thesis being prepared at the 
time by Melinda Géger on the work of Sándor Galimberti 
arrived at the conclusion, on the basis of close analysis 
of style, that Taban was painted after Galimberti's death -
very probably in the early 1920s.6 

So just how did János György Simon come to paint 
Taban? Simon, born of Hungarian parents in Trieste, the 
principal port of the Austro—Hungarian Monarchy, began 
his studies in the architectural school of Budapest 
Technical University in 1912. The following year he shifted 
to the Academy of Fine Arts, where he studied until he 
was drafted on the outset of the First World War. He had 
spent the summers of 1913 and 1914 with his master, 
István Réti, at the Nagybánya Artists' Colony in Transylvania. 
Back from the war, he joined the Budapest Haris-street 
Free School in 1918 where, among others, he was taught 
by József Rippl-Rónai. 

In 1920 he travelled to Switzerland and was invited to 
enter several works in the 1920-21 International 
Exhibition of Modern Art in Geneva. His first Budapest 

exhibition was a one-man show at the Helikon Gallery 
in 1923. According to the catalogue and reviews there were 
several works of the Taban area of Budapest (cleared 
in the 1930s) in the 11 oils, 30 chalk drawings and 137 
drawings displayed. Subsequently, his name crops up 
almost annually at Budapest group shows. After living in 
Switzerland, Italy and - for almost a decade - in Paris, 
he settled in England shortly before the Second World War. 
His final visit to Budapest, accompanied by his English 
wife Patricia, was in the spring of 1938 for a one-man 
exhibition at the Frankel Gallery. In 1940 he was awarded 
the Mihály Zichy Graphics Prize in absentia by the 
Szinyei Merse Society. However, despite an exhibition at 
the Redfern Gallery, London, in 1945, he was little 
heard-of in the post-war years. He lived mainly in 
Yorkshire, dying in Leeds in November 1968.7 Simon's 
work in pastels, wash, ink and charcoal made in 
Switzerland during the early 1920s and in Paris from 1925 
contains expressive pieces which depict hillsides, buildings 
and trees similar to those in the painting Taban. 

When I showed photographs of Simon's work to the 
late Júlia Szabó, perhaps the most influential expert 
on Hungarian Activism, her response was unexpected. 
Admitting that she was speaking against herself - because 
she had been a member of the committee which attributed 
Taban to Galimberti - she encouraged me, with this 
new photographic evidence, to hope that works would 
surface proving that Simon had painted Taban. Full of 
empathy and professional honesty, she suggested an 
individual research project by which a significant work of 
art could be satisfactorily placed in an oeuvre little-known 
even to professional circles. 

The privately-owned work displayed in the 1991 
commemorative exhibition supported the hypothesis. But 
the issue was resolved once and for all when a charcoal 
drawing, a preliminary cartoon for Taban, was put into the 
1996 BÁV Auction.14 The sketch contains several elements 
that were not included or were modified in the painting, 
but there is no doubt that the two works are by the same 
hand. Art historians and other experts attending the 
Nagybánya Conference at Szombathely in 1997 accepted 
the logic of the paper I read there on Simon's work, 
accompanied by some 25 slides. The conference papers, 
published as a volume of essays, endorsed this conclusion." 

The time is now right for a full assessment of János 
György Simon. The 1973 memorial exhibition at Wakefield 
City Art Gallery presented a substantial body of work from 
the English period. Mrs Lois Smith, who was bequeathed 
a large part of that work together with the Simon archives 
by the artist's widow, has been instrumental in creating the 
Jean-Georges Simon Trust. Its mission is to find a way of 
bringing the continental and English work together in 
permanency. A positive first step wil l be a retrospective at 
the Ernst Museum, Budapest, scheduled for 2007. 
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