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Abstract: In 2025, it was one hundred years
since the Z6ld Szamar (Green Donkey) Thea-
tre held its first performance in Budapest,
marking a century since avant-garde theatre
became part of Hungarian theatrical culture.
Despite this, it is still widely assumed that in
Soviet and Soviet-occupied states, following
the death of Konstantin Stanislavsky in 1938,
experimental theatre became a forbidden
theatrical practice. According to this assump-
tion, prohibition itself functioned as the pri-
mary determinant of aesthetic decision-mak-
ing, and avant-garde events emerged chiefly
as communal political gestures defying cen-
sorship, with resistance serving as both cata-
lyst and inspiration. This study seeks to com-
plicate this view by examining two Hungarian
avant-garde theatre formations: the Zold
Szamar (Green Donkey) Theatre in 1925 and
the Kassak House Studio in 1973. Through an
analysis of their spatial practices and the so-
cial responses they provoked, the article ex-
plores the mechanisms of cultural control op-
erating before and during Sovietisation. The
comparative presentation of these two cases
makes it possible to identify avant-garde
form not merely as a reaction to prohibition,
but as a mode of thinking inherent in the
practices of theatre-makers themselves.

In theatre historiography, the avant-garde and
the experimental are often treated as inter-
dependent categories.” In what follows, how-
ever, | deliberately set aside both this interde-
pendence as well as questions of theatrical

* J. L. STYAN, Modern Drama in Theory and
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aesthetics and dramaturgical structure in or-
der to gain a clearer understanding of the
context of these experiments. The analysis
proceeds along two complementary paths:
first, by examining narratives related to nam-
ing, freedom, and adaptation; and second, by
circumnavigating the spaces occupied by the
two theatre groups, demonstrating that pro-
hibition and obstruction consistently function
as tools of state power.

Terminology and Conceptual Frameworks

Before turning to the Hungarian examples, it
is necessary to review the terminology used
to describe non-canonical theatrical prac-
tices. Avant-garde theatre has been charac-
terised by a wide range of adjectives—coun-
tercultural, underground, avant-garde, ama-
teur, and independent—terms that appear
most frequently in retrospective historical
narratives. At the beginning of the Soviet-oc-
cupied era, in the 1950s, the dominant adjec-
tive preceding the noun “theatre” in Hungar-
ian usage was amateur. This term referred
both to an activity conceived as learnable ra-
ther than professional, and to an untrained
yet instinctive mode of creation. In the 1970s,
the adjective alternative gained prominence,
designating aesthetic forms that diverged
from authorised styles and employed artistic
languages distinct from those of institutional
theatre. The closest English-language equiv-
alent to this phenomenon is anti-art, a con-
cept famously mobilised by Hans Richter in
the title of his 1965 book Dada: Art and Anti-
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Art,”> where art and anti-art are understood as
simultaneous and interdependent.

In the 1980s, the term independent was
added to the word “theatre,” referring not to
aesthetic differences but to financial and or-
ganisational independence from formal insti-
tutions. In the early phase of the independent
theatre movement, the term underground
was used to describe the literal occupation of
space rather than a metaphorical cultural po-
sition. When the official cultural public sphere
is controlled, a new public sphere—a new space
of expression—must be sought. This space
opens up underground, both conceptually and
physically. It is precisely this underground ex-
istence that allows theatrical events to dis-
pense with established conventions: from in-
stitutions, companies, fixed texts, theatre
buildings, conventional speech, linear logic,
and audiences accustomed to normative
forms: becoming free.

It is important to emphasise that in Hun-
garian usage the term amateur focuses on the
creator’s training, alternative on the aesthet-
ics of production, and independent on the
mode of operation. Experimentation, how-
ever, can characterise all of these categories,
which are often used interchangeably. For
this reason, it is worth stressing that the mul-
tiplicity of avant-garde theatrical events is
created not against something, but for some-
thing, even if historiography tends to position
them in opposition to the canon. While dom-
inant Anglophone historical narratives re-
serve the term experimental for movements
emerging in the 1960s, in Hungarian discourse
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the term is most frequently applied to Anglo-
phone and Western European practices.?

Activism, Presence, and the Politics of Space

In Soviet-type states, non-official theatrical
practice signified freedom of both creation
and existence. In narratives of freedom, the
merging of cultural and political fields appears
as a common strategy. Consequently, discus-
sions of the avant-garde often prioritise the
social dimensions of activism over the aes-
thetic dimensions of artistic production. This
emphasis is reinforced by the fact that avant-
garde theatrical events frequently articulate
themselves through manifestos and procla-
mations. The manifesto functions as a tool for
groups operating without institutions and
may be interpreted as part of the ritual vocab-
ulary of revolution. It is therefore hardly sur-
prising that the practice of activism and the
ethos of creation merge.* As Odén Pala-
sovszky, one of the founders of the Green
Donkey Theatre, recalled: “the poet was pushed
into the background by the performer.” In
this formulation, the performer emerges as a
creative agent and, by extension, as an activ-
ist.

Avant-garde activism® is far removed from
the Romantic model of theatrical revolution
based on mass movements. Instead, it seeks
to heighten awareness of social presence.” In
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producing this presence,® avant-garde thea-
tre renders social and artistic rules visible and
dynamises its environment by introducing ir-
regularities. Examining such events, it be-
comes evident how difficult it is to abandon
the regular form dictated by theatrical space
and how challenging it is to find a functional
space that is free and irreqgular. Many avant-
garde artists recognise that they operate as
irregulars within regulated spaces, and that
only by stepping outside these frameworks
can they discover spaces with their own irreg-
ular coordinates.’ In state socialist cultures,
such practices of spatial occupation inevita-
bly provoked prohibition.

Prohibition affects theatrical events that
fail to comply with regulations, while simulta-
neously forcing cultural authorities to explic-
itly define the parameters of those regula-
tions. In theatre, this control focuses on a lim-
ited set of characteristics. Archived reports by
secret police informants on avant-garde the-
atre events™ reveal that censors were primar-
ily concerned with four factors: the venue of
the performance, the composition of the au-
dience, the number of performances, and the
script being performed. To avoid prohibition,
avant-garde artists seeking and public and
community visibility employed various strat-
egies of adaptation. They performed in rec-
ognised theatre spaces, in front of students or
workers, sometimes only once, and some-
times without a fixed script. In each case,
practices of mutual compromise™ within spe-
cific communities enabled the avant-garde to
articulate not only opposition to dominant
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discourses of power, not only elitism, but also
forms of freedom cultivated within prohibi-
tion itself.

Spatial Patterns of Avant-Garde Theatre

Using the histories of two avant-garde thea-
tre companies, this study identifies the spa-
tial patterns enabling the creation of free, in-
dependent theatre in the 1920s and again,
fifty years later, in the 1970s. Workers' social
clubs, university stages, private apartments,
and urban spaces hosted the artists who had
abandoned the officially sanctioned perfor-
mance spaces.

1. Houses of Culture
and Workers’ Social Clubs

In 1925, one hundred years ago, the Green
Donkey Theatre, led by Odén Palasovszky,
performed for the first time in empty spaces
and cultural clubs.” The apparent neutrality
of workers’ social clubs was animated by the
contemporary paraphernalia of the labour
movement. The company worked with exper-
imental recitation choirs, whose members
also constituted part of the audience; for this
reason, these events may retrospectively be
described as an early form of participatory
theatre. The ethos of workers’ self-education
circles permeated their performances.” An
examination of the company’s repertoire at
the time reveals that they presented different
works on “experimental stages” and different
works in workers’ social clubs.** On experi-
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mental stages, they recited texts by Honeg-
ger, Tzara, Apollinaire, and Goll, while in per-
formances addressed to workers they recited
Ady, Bartok, and Mayakovsky.

It is well documented that Social Demo-
cratic organisations arranged performance
venues in workers' clubs, which explains why
this theatre company had the largest part of
its audience in the industrial suburbs: in
Ujpest, on the northern outskirts of Buda-
pest, in District IX, and in Csepel, all predom-
inantly working-class areas. Given this con-
text, it is understandable that Odén Pala-
sovszky, the founder of Hungary’s first avant-
garde theatre, was only able to hold public
performances from 1930 onward through the
framework of the Workers’ Athletic Associa-
tion. There are several explanations for this
situation. Memoirs indicate that the group
became too visible in downtown Budapest,
where police repeatedly disrupted their per-
formances in inner-city theatre spaces.
Palasovszky notes that they were forced to
terminate performances “because of the
threatening behaviour of the police.” In the
1920s, several avant-garde experimental
groups were active simultaneously; “four left-
wing squads,” as Palasovszky describes them.
These included members of the Workers'
Athletic Association, Aladar Tamas’s group
known as 100%, the Esperanto movement,
and Alice Madzsar's movement and modern
dance school. Although Palasovszky’s recol-
lections from later in life often constitute our
primary source, they nonetheless suggest
that conflicts arose not only between avant-
garde groups and authorities, but also among
the groups themselves. According to Pala-
sovszky, even Lajos Kassak at times disrupted
their activities. He writes that the Green Don-
key Theatre ultimately withdrew from the

> PALASOVSZKY, Lényegretdré..., 187.
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city centre because “Kassak and his followers,
who were in conflict with 100% and with
Tamas, protested loudly.”*

The number of venues available for rent in
the city centre was limited, and rental fees
were higher than in the industrial suburbs,
where costs were lower or, in the case of
premises owned by supportive political par-
ties (Christian Democrats or Communists), al-
most negligible. In addition, the working-class
audience targeted by these performances
was more readily accessible in those subur-
ban districts.

In 1971, fifty-five years ago, the group led
by Péter Halasz likewise performed for the
first time in empty spaces and cultural clubs.™
In order to secure opportunities for public
performance, Haldsz “signed a contract with
the Lajos Kassak House of Culture to organise
and lead an amateur theatre group.””” The
House of Culture, notably, bears the name of
Lajos Kassak, who half a century earlier, as
one of Europe’s most prominent activist art-
ists, had published the works of Tzara and
Yvan Gollin his journal MA. A crucial element
of this mutual compromise was that Halasz
could obtain a performance license only if he
accepted employment as an “amateur thea-
tre group instructor” at the State-run Popular
Education Institute, with an income of 750
forints, considered average at the time.®

The Kassak House of Culture still exists to-
day: a strikingly small, prefabricated concrete
block surrounded by tall large-panel-system
apartment buildings in the industrial suburbs,
“in the middle of the District XIV housing es-
tate ... consisting of an entrance hall, a small
office, two bathrooms, and a low-ceilinged,
empty hall.”*® Haldsz's company presented
their first performance within the institu-
tional framework of Kassak at the Youth Club

8 K0oOs Anna, Szinhdzi torténetek szobdban,
kirakatban (Budapest: Akadémiai. 2009), 58.
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of the Dési Huber House of Culture on Toron-
yhaz Street, located in a neighbouring work-
ing-class district. They rehearsed and per-
formed at the Kassak House of Culture, built
their community there, and—perhaps most
importantly—subsisted on the salary pro-
vided by the Popular Education Institute.
Their official relationship with Kassak, how-
ever, was severed following the Wilson-in-
spired performance Rapid Changes I, which
premiered on January 23, 1972. The dress re-
hearsal was previewed by the head of the
Popular Education Department of the District
XIV Council, who annotated the production
with the statement: "l do not authorise the
performance of this play.” In addition, he ter-
minated both the company’s contract and
Haldsz's personal contract, thereby “termi-
nating the legal basis for the ensemble’s op-
eration.”* Apart from charges of obscenity
and violations of public morality, only one
concrete reason for the termination is docu-
mented, and this involved a serious breach of
the law. Péter Halasz and his troupe produced
the promotional materials for the perfor-
mance using the House of Culture’s mimeo-
graph, without authorisation. Under the state
socialist system, printing, reproduction, and
the dissemination of information were sub-
ject to strict monopoly, which Halasz and his
associates—perhaps unintentionally—violated.
The advertisement for the performance,
bearing the slogan “We are not frogs,” was
produced illegally on the House of Culture’s
photocopier. The ban was thus not justified
on ideological or aesthetic grounds, but on
the basis of unauthorised use of printing tech-
nology. On May 9, 1972, Péter Haldsz re-
ceived a formal police warning® in connec-
tion with Skanzen, marking the definitive end
of the group’s activities within houses of cul-
ture.

*° PEcsl, on 10. January 1974. 6.
** K6BEL Szilvia, “Aktiv ateista propaganda”,
Beszél6 7. 9—10. (2002): 67—75.
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2. University Exam Halls.
(The Small Hall of the Academy of Music
and the University Stage)

Avant-garde theatres have traditionally re-
garded universities as their natural milieu,
since many of their members were students
and a receptive audience was largely guaran-
teed. In 1925, Odon Palasovszky performed
at the Academy of Music in Budapest, which
at the time rented out its examination hall for
Sunday matinees. In a similar gesture, Alfred
Jarry had earlier rented the stage of the Thé-
atre de I'CEuvre for the premiere of Ubu Roi.
At the same time, the architectural aesthetics
of university buildings often constrained avant-
garde experimentation. The avant-garde of
the 1920s appeared softened and somewhat
dissonant within the delicate Art Nouveau
space of the Academy of Music, which was
considered contemporary and progressive at
the time. With its Art Nouveau framework,
excellent acoustics (the overall architectural
effect having been slightly altered by the re-
moval of two large chandeliers), and predom-
inantly bourgeois audience, the space seemed
to hover around the performance as a foreign
body rather than merging with it.

The avant-garde of the 1970s found a site
in the former Piarist chapel located within the
building of the Faculty of Humanities at E6t-
vOs Lorand University in Budapest. On this
legendary University Stage, however, per-
formers had to contend with the physical and
spiritual authority of the space itself, which
actively resisted avant-garde expression. At
the time, the university also operated its own
drama group, Universitas, in the same chapel.

Péter Halasz began his career as an actor
with Universitas on the University Stage.
Consequently, when his later group began to
“explore the possibilities of legal, public per-
formance,”** they initially investigated per-
formance opportunities within university-

*2 PECSI, on 10. january 1974. 1.
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affiliated clubs. In Budapest, they were able
to perform at the Kinizsi Street dormitory of
the Karl Marx University of Economics, while
the Communist Youth League Club of the
College of Theatre and the Ferenc Munnich
dormitory of the Budapest University of
Technology also provided space for occa-
sional performances. Because Halasz's group
had no officially registered place of opera-
tion® and did not even have a name, it proved
difficult for contemporary informers of the
Ministry of the Interior, as well as for later his-
torians, to identify members of the ensemble
other than Halasz himself.

Atroupe performing in university spaces is
not necessarily a university troupe, despite
the fact that Péter Halasz was able to partici-
pate in European university theatre meetings
with Universitas during the 1970s. It is striking
how university spaces facilitated a form of in-
ternational visibility for the group. They trav-
elled, for example, to the Nancy University
Festival, where they performed in bare lec-
ture halls with bad acoustics, relying on spec-
tacular gestures rather than speech. In these
spaces, they encountered leading figures of
European and American avant-garde theatre,
including Tadeusz Kantor and the Bread and
Puppet Theater.

3. Private Spaces

During the 1920s and 1930s, Odén Pala-
sovszky and his constantly changing ensem-
ble performed almost exclusively in private
venues. It should be emphasised, however,
that private ownership of theatres and per-
formance spaces was common practice at the
time. Theatres, concert halls, dance schools,
and similar venues were predominantly pri-
vately owned. Palasovszky’s avant-garde
theatre formations were able to secure rela-
tively stable performance locations in pri-
vately owned spaces and apartments. The
Madzsar School of Movement Arts, the most
prominent dance school of the first half of the

3 PECSI, on 10. january 1974. 1.

twentieth century, operated in a large apart-
ment in a villa, and this space also hosted
Palasovszky’s theatrical evenings. The avant-
garde performances took place there, at 8
Ménesi Road, Budapest, and until 1945, the
milieu of gymnastics and dance was where
avant-garde theatrical projects were free to
experiment.

After losing access to the Kassak House of
Culture in 1972, Halasz's troupe was left with
no alternative but to perform in their own pri-
vate space: their apartment at 20 Dohany
Street in Budapest, located on the fourth
floor and consisting of two adjoining rooms.
Most of their performances were conceived
and staged here, although occasionally they
were able to perform in other private spaces,
as private individuals offered them hospital-
ity. The painter Endre Balint made his studio
on Budafoki Road available; the writer Gyorgy
Konrdd hosted performances in his apart-
ment on Szilagyi Dezs6 Square; the painter
Julia Vajda welcomed the group into her
home on Rottenbiller Street; and, as Halasz
recalled, “we were also able to take ad-
vantage of the hospitality of Itala Békés,”** an
actor. In these private settings, the troupe re-
peatedly performed the banned production
Skanzen for audiences of ten to twenty in-
vited guests. It would nevertheless be mis-
leading to conclude that private spaces were
immune to prohibition under state socialism.
Haldsz and his circle ultimately left Hungary
in 1973 precisely because of the constant and
increasingly unbearable harassment by the
police.

4. Spaces Outside the City

The history of avant-garde performances also
demonstrates how a theatrical event can ac-
quire a media-like character. In 1931, Odén
Palasovszky wrote a monumental open-air
choral work entitled Zri-punalud. He conceived
the piece as a city-wide performance to be re-
alised throughout Budapest, spanning the

>4 K00s, Szinhdzi..., 91.



entire urban space and giving “voice to chil-
dren’s yearning for freedom.” Zri** could not
be performed in the city, however, because
they planned to articulate the malcontent of
the younger generation by marches and pa-
rades involving tens, thousands. A short ex-
cerpt was eventually presented on a conven-
tional stage, but the envisioned artistic occu-
pation of Budapest never took place. The plot
of the choral work is as follows:

“Zri's sons and daughters rise up against
the elders. They gather to leave the city.
They set off for a new, young home-
land. Zri's songs ring out, on the streets
of Budapest, on both banks of the Dan-
ube, on the bridges, and Zri's games
begin. The rebels march cheering through
the city. Their steps are accompanied
by the sound of drums, whistles, shouts,
and the echo of radio mouths. The Zri
rebel anthem thunders from the mouths
of the 6crowds flooding toward the Dan-
ube.”

The detailed plans for Zri-punalua have sur-
vived, but the event itself could not be real-
ised, as the police refused to grant permission
for the occupation of the streets.

In July 1971, Péter Halasz returned from
Nancy to Hungary, and was granted two eve-
nings to perform at the Rozsavolgyi Park
Stage. He and his troupe began advertising
their performance Rapid Changes in Buda-
pest. As part of this promotional activity, Ha-
lasz and the others walked through the
streets of the city accompanied by the seven-
headed dragon from Hungarian folk tales. A
secret police informant reported on these ac-
tions in considerable detail.

%5 Zriis a slang term meaning quarrel, racket,
riot, chaotic upheaval.

26 paLasovszky Odon, Opdl himnuszok (Buda-
pest: Magvet6, 1977)
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According to the report, “although the ac-
tion served no purpose other than publicity
and ticket sales, it nevertheless caused unrest
and completely unnecessary confusion, which
the members of the group must have antici-
pated in advance. The dragon that frightened
passers-by foreshadowed the violent and
brutal elements that repeatedly appeared in
the group’s productions in 1972—73 and were
employed with increasing irresponsibility.”*

The city thus represents free spaces, free
play, free audiences, and yet remains a site of
constant threatin the form of police interven-
tion and violence.?® Spaces beyond the city—
remote retreats such as the chapel in Bala-
tonboglar and the nearby private locations
used by Halasz and his group in 1973*°—tem-
porarily concealed avant-garde artists from
control and oversight, but at the same time
removed them from the public sphere.

Hidden or forbidden, this dilemma accompa-
nies avant-garde theatrical events as well as
their historical narratives. The various perfor-
mance spaces—houses of culture, universi-
ties, private spaces, and the occupation of ur-
ban space—reveal that theatre, as a mode of
constructing reality, becomes necessarily
radical in avant-garde practice. This radicality
emerges because the theatre building as an
institution normally provides a sense of famil-
iarity and safety that renders events legible to
the spectator. When the audience knows that
the buffet is on the right and the cloakroom
on the left, they observe experimentation
from within the reassuring order prescribed
by space. When this spatial security ceases to
exist, the participants in the avant-garde the-
atrical event are enfolded in a new construc-
tion of reality.

2% Matthias WARSTAT, “Activist theatre and
the agitprop legacy”, Peripeti 20, 38. (2003):
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In the history of Hungarian theatre, both
Palasovszky and Halasz worked freely in open
spaces for extended periods; or, to put it dif-
ferently, they developed creative techniques
that could be applied almost anywhere, with
the will to direct and stage life itself. From this
perspective, the inevitable rupture with insti-
tutions, the exodus from institutional frame-
works, is freedom itself. Nonetheless, these
nearly invisible practices far outside institu-
tional frameworks often appear fragmented
due to their lack of documentation, just as
much as they had been forbidden.
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