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Editorial Foreword

MAGDOLNA JAKFALVI

The Z6ld Szamar (Green Donkey) Theatre in
Budapest was founded and staged its first
performance in 1925. Alongside the periodi-
cals edited by Lajos Kassak, it became one of
the most significant hubs of avant-garde ar-
tistic activity in Hungary, and later a site of
cultural remembrance. Dadaist and Surreal-
ist performative practices, the use of found
spaces, modern dance, and creative improvi-
sation sustained the collaborative work of
Sandor Bortnyik, lvan Hevesy, Sandor Jem-
nitz, Alice Madzsar, Farkas Molnar, Odén
Palasovszky, and Magda Rdna over an ex-
tended period. Through theatrical experimen-
tation, these avant-garde artists engaged
with the multilingual and culturally diverse
Budapest audience of the interwar era, and
while speaking Hungarian, challenged the
primacy of realistic illusion, stable linguistic
meaning, and of rule-bound concepts of beau-
ty. One hundred years ago, on Csengery
Street—as announced by a poster designed
by Farkas Molnar—they presented, for the
first time, a gramophone pantomime, a jazz
ensemble, and a typewriter orchestra.

In commemoration of the Green Donkey
Theatre, the editors of Theatron, in collabo-
ration with the Doctoral School of Literary
and Cultural Studies at the University of Pécs,
organised a conference in 2025 to mark the
centenary of its founding. Our aim was to
explore whether theatrical expressivity and
Dadaist and Surrealist visual strategies re-
main discernible today, and whether the lin-
guistic fragmentation characteristic of the
early twentieth century continues to be per-
ceptible alongside contemporary forms of
media mediation.

Theatron 2025/, commemorates the 100th
anniversary of the Green Donkey Theatre by
offering a platform for scholars researching
the events and aftermath of the Hungarian
avant-garde and neo-avant-garde to present

their most recent findings. In examining some
manifestations of the avant-garde and its
ongoing influence, this issue seeks to convey
the intellectual vibrancy of interdisciplinary
scholarly exchange, whether addressing ar-
tistic practices associated with the Green
Donkey in the fields of modern dance, music,
applied and fine arts, dramaturgy, film, or
theatre. By publishing six selected studies,
this commemorative issue both pays tribute
to and reaffirms its commitment to the role
of avant-garde forms within theatre history.
Magdolna Jakfalvi analyses the forbidden
and hidden status that was the backdrop to
avant-garde events and their existence through
an examination of the performance spaces
of both an interwar troupe and a group ac-
tive in the 1970s. Arpad Kékesi Kun discusses
avant-garde performances staged in provin-
cial Hungarian theatres through the analysis
of two productions of Ubu. Gabriella Kiss sit-
uates the avant-garde techniques and per-
formative situations employed in student
theatre within the framework of the cultural
canon. Rozalia Székely conceptualises the
experimental character of avant-garde thea-
tre around questions of presence, introduc-
ing one of the performances at the Szentkiralyi
Basement. Daniel Feny6 investigates the in-
fluence of the Hungarian avant-garde poet
Karoly Tamko Siratd on the work of younger
avant-garde artists, interpreting this influ-
ence as a form of rediscovery. Bettina Simon
revisits a debate, identifying within it a re-
newed opportunity for understanding the
avant-garde event.

Taken as a whole, the issue foregrounds
the everyday practice of avant-garde in-
sights and the shifts in perspective that led
avant-garde artists in so many directions:
toward free spaces, free creative techniques,
and free communities. This is the freedom
we commemorate.
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Spatial Occupation as an Avant-Garde Gesture

MAGDOLNA JAKFALVI

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
Practice, I-1ll. (Cambridge: CUP. 1981).

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

* Hans RICHTER, Dada. Art and Anti-Art (Lon-
don: Thames and Hudson. 1965).

3 GUnter BERGHAUS, Theatre, Performance and
the Historical Avant-Garde (New York: Pal-
grave Macmillan, 2005).

* SZOLLATH David, A kommunista aszkétizmus
esztétikaja (Budapest: Balassi, 2011).

> MOLNAR Agnes, “Palasovszky Odon szinhaza”,
Szinhdaztudomadnyi Szemle 17. (1985): 155—
188. 158.

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

® Matthias WARSTAT, “Activist theatre and the
agitprop legacy”, Peripeti 20, 38. (2003): 66—
75-

7 Hannah ARENDT, “Totalitarian Imperialism:
Reflections on the Hungarian Revolution”,
The Journal of Politics. 20, 1. (1958): 5-43. Es
ERDELY Miklds, Pénz az utcdn. 1956-os perfor-
mance. (2025.december 1.)
https://artpool.hu/Erdely/kreativitas/gya-
korlatok.html
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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

8 Hans Ulrich GUMBRECHT, Production of Pres-
ence. What Meaning Cannot Convey (Stan-
ford: SUP, 2003).

9 FORGACS Péter, “Epizddok MF tanar Ur éle-
tébol”, Filmvilag 30, 10. (1988): 13-16.

** JAKFALVI Magdolna, “Antigone’s Brothers.
The Soviet Reburial”, Theatron 18. 4. (2024).
https://theatron.hu/theatron_cikkek/antigo-
nes-brothers-the-soviet-reburial/
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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-

" KAPPANYOS llona, “Zomanc firdékad és
fatekn6. Csecseméfirdetési tanacsok a 2o0.
szazad eleji magyar gyermekapolasi iroda-
lomban”, Korall 83. (2021): 59—-83.

** Georges BAAL, “Hungarian Avant-Garde
Theatre in the Twenties and Three Unknown
Surrealist Plays by Tibor Déry”, Theatre Re-
search International, 9, 1. (1984): 7-16.

3 MOLNAR, “Palasovszky...”, 161.

* PALASOVSzKY Odén, Lényegretérd szinhdz
(Budapest: Szépirodalmi, 1980), 184.
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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.

*® Eva BUCHMULLER, Anna Ko0s, Squat Theatre
(New York: Artist Space. 1996).

7 Pecsi Zoltan, secret police informant, on 1o0.
january  1974.  https://www.c3.hu/collec-
tion/tilos/238.html.

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.
Y Ko0s, Szinhdzi..., 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)

*7 PECSI, on 10. january 1974. 1.
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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):
66-75.

3 KLANICZAY JUlia, SASVARI Edit (szerk.), Tor-
vénytelen avantgdrd (Budapest: Balassi—Art-
pool, 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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Experimental Theatre in the Hungarian Countryside
During the 1970s.Istvan Paal’s Productions of Jarry’s
Ubu Plays in Pécs and Szolnok

ARPAD KEKESI KUN

Abstract: While at the turn of the 1960s and
1970s the traditions of the avant-garde could
only prevail in amateur (or alternative) thea-
tre in Hungary, by the second half of the
1970s, the conception of theatre as an exper-
iment began to permeate some of the perfor-
mances of the official theatre as well. How-
ever, this only affected the provincial thea-
tres, and the theatres in Budapest did not
show any movement away from the canon.
The essay analyses two such experiments:
the 1977 premiere of King Ubu in Pécs and the
1979 premiere of Ubu Enchained in Szolnok.
Both are linked to the name of Istvan Paal: he
is the only Hungarian director who staged
two Ubu dramas in two places. | am looking
for an answer to the question of what political
overtones the two productions were satu-
rated with in the theatre culture of state so-
cialism, and how they employed the drama-
turgical procedures of the classical avant-
garde.

The most famous Hungarian production of
Alfred Jarry’s notorious King Ubu during state
socialism was staged by Gabor Zsambéki at
the Katona Jozsef Theatre in 1984 and ran for
191 performances in Budapest and 39 abroad
over ten years. Its outstanding success some-
what obscures Istvan Paal’s productions of
King Ubu and Ubu Enchained, created a few
years earlier, whose significance | address in
this essay.

* The information comes from BAJOMI LAZAR
Endre, “Ubivélet Szolnokon”, Szinhdz 13, No.
2.(1980): 25—28., 27. based on the latest edition

Paal staged King Ubu in Pécs in February
1977, and its “sequel”, Ubu Enchained in Szol-
nok in December 1979. Although the pro-
gramme announced both as Hungarian premi-
eres, King Ubu had already been staged at the
College of Theatre and Film Arts in Budapest
in 1968, and also by the Miners’ Theatre, an
amateur company in Tatabanya. However,
the play was performed by a professional the-
atre for the first time in Pécs. The production
of Ubu Enchained, on the other hand, was in-
deed a Hungarian premiere, and in fact the
first performance of the play outside France.”
It was also extraordinary that Paal directed
Ubu Enchained separately, since it is usually
staged together with the preceding play (King
Ubu)—as did Peter Brook, for example, who
presented the two plays under the title Ubu
aux Bouffes in his Paris theatre in November
1977, and the Hungarian Television showed
excerpts from it at the time. Perhaps this is
what drew Paal’s attention to Ubu Enchained,
but even if not, it is rare to find such con-
sistent thinking on theatre as Paal’'s, who
completed something he had started in an-
other production in another city two and a
half years earlier. And let us emphasise: in
two provincial cities. According to my thesis,
in the second half of the 1970s, provincial the-
atres became a testing ground for experi-
ments that had previously been characteristic
of amateur and alternative theatre collec-
tives, and that professional theatres in Buda-
pest avoided. A major trend in provincial

of Henri Béhar's Le Thédtre Dada et surréaliste,
published by Gallimard in 1979.
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theatre-making in the 1970s and 1980s reso-
nated strongly with the neo-avant-garde, be-
cause artists who had started their careers
outside professional theatre were increas-
ingly becoming involved in institutional thea-
tre-making. Istvan Paal was such an artist: he
was the first director in professional theatre
who did not gain a degree at the College of
Theatre and Film Arts. King Ubu was Paal’s
fifth and last work in the National Theatre of
Pécs, and together with his production of
Kémdives Kelemen (Clement Mason) in Szeged
(1973), Caligula (1976) in Pécs, and Mrozek’s
Tango in Szolnok (1978), it was mentioned
three decades later as one of the highlights of
his oeuvre.”

Paal linked Jarry’s “horror comedy”, as the
playbill called it, to the performance of Ca-
mus’s drama when Pa Ubu introduced him-
self in a stentorian voice with Caligula’s last
words in Pécs: "l am still alive.” (Immediately
afterwards, the sound of a toilet flushing
could be heard.) King Ubu thus continued
where Caligula left off and (in Paal's words)
started “a counter-revolution against medi-
ocrity, lack of talent and corruption.” It is
worth noting that in this definition, Paal uses
the term “counter-revolution” differently from
the political discourse of the time, which used
it for the October events of 1956. In fact, ac-
cording to Paal’s logic, it is the state-socialist
power that is waging a counter-revolution
against the people. The production of King
Ubu sought to portray this by oscillating be-
tween the specific and the general, avoiding
depicting a recognisable figure of Ubu, and
exploring the nature of “Ubuism, the ever-
possible social contagion” instead.* In his

2

Cf. DURO Gy6z6, “Az életmU csucsai”,
Szinhdz 36, No. 8. (2003): 6-10.

3 MAGYAR Fruzsina and DURO Gyéz6, “Beszél-
getés Paal Istvannal”, Szinhdz 11, No. 10.
(1978): 32-35., 34-

* MEszAROS Tamas, “Magyarorszagi bemutato
Pécsett. Ubi kirdly”, Magyar Hirlap, March 15,

1977, 6.

“free verse” written in the programme, Paal
described Ubu as “the hero of our time” and
referred not only to those who usurped power
and those who served them, but to all sub-
jects—"Are you Ubu? | Or is he?... | Perhaps
even me?..." —thus interpreting “Ubuism” as
the situation after the revolution (of 1956)
and discovering it in the prevalence of “hiss-
ing lust for power, boundless stupidity and
characterlessness, unbridled selfishness and
greed, lack of principles, routine betrayal and
ruthless indifference”.®> The metaphor for this
situation in the performance was rat life: the
characters appeared as rats, and the stage
design was also created on arat scale. The set
formed a huge street corner, with large rain-
water and sewage pipes, a metre-high pave-
ment in front of them, huge cigarette butts
and chewed apple cores, and two sewer
openings at the front of the stage-road. The
actors’ hairy, lumpy costumes also evoked ca-
nal creatures, so the external aspects of the
performance were entirely defined by “sewer
aesthetics”.® Accordingly, the plot was pre-
sented as “a skirmish between a rabble re-
duced to rats,”” with countless allusions to
symbols of power and historical events famil-
iar to the audience. When Ubu encouraged
the Polish soldiers, who were terrified of the
Russian army, by raising his body baton (ba-
ton-a-physique) and phynance hook (croc a
phynances) above his head, they were recog-
nisable as symbols of proletarian solidarity:
the hammer and sickle.® Protests against
Ubu’s actions were started in the auditorium,
where the lights came on, Ubu and his sol-
diers left the stage and intimidated the spec-
tators with loud noises, singling out the dis-

> PAAL Istvan, “Korunk hése: Ubu”, in Alfred
Jarry: Ubi kirdly (King Ubu), programme of the
production at the National Theatre of Pécs in
1977, N-p-

® MEszAROS, “Magyarorszagi bemutatd Pé-
csett...”, 6.

7 NANAY Istvan, “Kulfoldi kortarsaink itthon”,
Nagyvilag 22, No. 9. (1977): 1394-1397., 1395.
8 DURO, “Az életm{ csucsai”, 9.
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contented and executing them. Ubu and his
henchmen then left through the doors of the
auditorium to take away all the peasants’
possessions.’ Experiencing this, the older
members of the audience could hardly think
of anything other than the deportations, the
reprisals after 1956, the attic sweeps during
the Rakosi Regime, and the violent collectivi-
sation. Those who disliked the performance
objected to these “jokes” and the historical
and political references, claiming that “the
pamphlet, peppered with many absurdities,
offered a poor lesson.”*® Others emphasised
those characteristics of Jarry’s play that stem
from its interpretation as a parody of Shake-
speare, linking Paal's work to such taboo-
breaking contemporary productions as Yuri
Lyubimov’s Hamlet (Moscow, 1971) and Peter
Zadek’s Othello (Hamburg, 1976). Indeed, it
was thanks to these characteristics that the
criticism of Ubuism, formulated from the eth-
ical point of view consistently underlined by
Paal, could not be translated entirely into the
language of political cabaret, and the analysis
of rat-like behaviour had the power of forcing
the spectators to confront themselves. This
was encouraged by both The Song of Brain-
washing, included as a prologue, set to music
and performed by Tamas Cseh,™ and by the
unique behaviour of the actors when the au-
dience was applauding them. While the ac-
tors did not come out to take their bows at
the end of Caligula, at the end of King Ubu the
actors dressed as rats knelt down in front of
the audience, began to applaud, and left the
stage one by one as the spectators filed out of
the auditorium—as some “distorted reflec-
tions” of the audience.”

 MIHALYI Gabor, “Ubi kirdly, az avantgarde
klasszikusa?”, Szinhdz 10, No. 5. (1977): 24—
28., 27.

*® FUTAKY Hajna, “Pécsi szinhazi esték”, Jelen-
kor 20, No. 5. (1977): 449—454., 451.

" Tamas Cseh (1943-2009) was a Hungarian
composer, singer and performer, famous for
his poignant, often critical songs with poet

All five of Paal's productions at the Na-
tional Theatre of Pécs took the form of highly
intellectual yet extremely sensual perfor-
mances, which were based on the duality of
tangible elements developed in the spirit of
realism and surrealistic moments. Caligula
and King Ubu continued the “train of thought”
begun in Szeged with Kémdves Kelemen
(Clement Mason), while also completing a tril-
ogy.” Despite all their resignation, doubts
and tragic undertones, they were conceived
in the belief in the “permanence of revolu-
tion”, assuming that “some kind of honest,
self-confronting society could be created” in
1970s Hungary and that theatre could offer a
starting point for this, helping people to
“challenge the status quo”.* This is why Paal
began to explore the manipulability of indi-
viduals in Szolnok as well, forming a new tril-
ogy with his productions of Mikhail Bulga-
kov’s The Cabal of Hypocrites, Friedrich Dir-
renmatt’s The Visit of the Old Lady and Yordan
Radichkov’s January.

Ubu Enchained also fit into this series of
theatrical studies, and a phrase from a news-
paper article about it offers a clue to its recon-
struction: “the comedy of consolidation”. (It
is worth mentioning that the first 5—15 years
after Janos Kadar's coming to power at the
end of the 1956 revolution are known as the
consolidation of the Kadar Regime.) Not em-
phatically, and posed as a question, this phrase
appeared in a coordinate structure in the crit-
icism of Jozsef Vinko, arguing that “the pro-
duction in Szolnok is sparklingly witty, dis-
playing the familiar characteristics of Ubu-
ism, and it is difficult to decide whether it was
intended as a farce or a comedy of consolida-
tion? Or both, and the horror comedy hides a

Géza Bereményi, and his role as a chronicler
of his era.

2 NANAY, “KUlfoldi kortarsaink itthon”, 1395.
3 Paél's own words, in MAGYAR and DURO,
“Beszélgetés Paal Istvannal”, 34.

** BOTA Gabor, “Be kell épilni a falba? Tala-
lkozas Paal Istvannal”, Magyar Hirlap, Febru-

ary 11, 1995, 4.
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bloody joke?”** Vinké doubles the question,
making the possessive structure—which oc-
curs en passant, far from being accusatory,
but quite explanatory for us—even less strik-
ing. Let us examine how Ubu Enchained in
Szolnok referred to Hungary in the 1970s,
while not updating the play, at least not in
terms of the external aspects of the perfor-
mance. In fact, it was as if “the constraints of
space and time had disappeared” and “the
floodgates of history had been opened”,™ re-
vealing a kind of historical chaos on the stage
designed by Istvan Szlavik. Updating would
have required relatively specific correspond-
ences, but Paal (in the spirit of Jarry’s
pataphysics) obscured clarity and suspended
meaning, making it difficult to read anything
into the production. At the same time, Paal
keptin mind what “can be used from a drama
that castigates and caricatures bourgeois de-
mocracy and all kinds of militaristic atti-
tudes”.” So he looked for the “timely con-
tent” of the play, which “should be noticed by
all means”.*® Knowing Paal’s habits, values,
previous productions and thinking on thea-
tre, he could not have drawn a caricature of
bourgeois democracy, but rather that of ex-
isting socialism. Therefore, what character-
ised the “primitive welfare state” on stage,
“where everyone strives for general security
and material goods, and where freedom is
compulsory, whether you like it or not”,™ was
more reminiscent of 1970s Hungary than ei-
ther Jarry’s France or the France of the direc-
tor's own era. (The play is, in short, about Pa
Ubu now wanting to be a slave and rule as a

5 VINKO Jozsef, “A ldncra vert Ubi. Szolnoki
Szigligeti Szinhaz”, Uj Tikér 16, No. 50. (1979):
3.

*® BERCZES Laszlo, “Lancra verve és megsze-
liditve. Magyarorszagi bemutatd a Szigligeti
Szinhazban”, Szolnok Megyei Néplap, Decem-
ber 21, 1979, 5.

¥ Paal's own words, in V.M., “Osbemutaté
Szolnokon. A ldncra vert Ubi”, Pesti Mdsor 28,

No. 51. (1979): 52.

slave, so Ubu Enchained serves as a mirror
drama to his prequel, King Ubu.)

The performance in Szolnok did not focus
on a person who turned sadistic tyrannical de-
sires into a masochistic servile spirit, but ra-
ther on someone who "“strives to thrive within
the limits of freedom”.?° In other words, a per-
son living in a world where “even obedience is
permitted” and where the servant becomes
the master*—uwhich, in the shadow of prole-
tarian dictatorship, is full of irony. “Ubu, who
is usually referred to as a type of bourgeois
stupidity”, wrote a reviewer, “has this time
become a model of petty bourgeois cunning
and gumption. Does the world belong to Ubu
enchained? asks Istvan Paal’s production with
threatening despair.”** Another review also
noted that in the earlier production of King
Ubu in Pécs, the title character “became a
nightmare of petty bourgeois existence, forc-
ing the philistine to flee”.”> Let us highlight
the adjective petty bourgeois in these two
quotations, bearing in mind that it does not
refer to the Kleinburger (or Spief3birger) who
was presented as the opposite of the socialist
man, nor to the philistine existence that the
socialist man wanted to leave behind. (If that
were the case, Paal would have reduced
Jarry’s play to a piece of state-socialist propa-
ganda.) Paal’'s Ubu resembled the petty bour-
geoisie that the Hungarian version of social-
ism had produced during its thirty years, and
their caricature was put on stage.

Paal was analysing the “Ubu of our time”
again, who seemed to be an “almost disillu-
sioned, world-weary figure” in Szolnok,** and
whose astonishing narrow-mindedness ele-

*® Ibid.

Y VINKO, “A lancra vert Ubi...", 3.

*|bid.

# LocsEl Gabriella, “A lancra vert Ubd. Jarry
rémbohdzata a szolnoki szinhazban”, Magyar
Nemzet, January 4, 1980, 4.

*2 |bid.

2B VINKO, “A ldncra vert Ubi...", 3.

> bid.
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vated him above the others. Istvan Fonyd's
everyday Ubu appeared without a mercilessly
large belly and pear-shaped head, so he could
easily become a “personal acquaintance” of
the audience.” The actor shouted that “my
belly is bigger than the whole world”, but he
did not evoke a supernatural monster at
all—he sang Katalin Karadi’s songs, danced,
and charmed the audience; he cheerfully
slapped Ma Ubu on the bottom and (thanks
to Zoltan Jékely) spoke in cheap Hungarian.

The Ubu of Szolnok was therefore not
from the eras evoked in the production zig-
zagging through history: it was not the past,
but the present, and in this way the mise-en-
scéne shaped "“the grotesque play about free-
dom into a desperate farce about the ideal of
freedom depraved by the petty bourgeoi-
sie”.?® So Paal’s petty bourgeois was not the
communist enemy, not the philistine of West-
ern democracies, but the Hungarian citizen
who had come to accept the People’s Repub-
licas unshakeable and resigned himself to the
loss of his freedom—an everyday survivor of
the state-socialist regime.

Even though the Ubu of Szolnok seemed
completely different from the Ubu of Pécs, he
was essentially the same. In the programme
forthe productionin Pécs, Paal identified Ubu
as “the embodiment of the filthy and stinking
rat-like existence of all sewers”,” and this
creature had not become friendlier in two and
a half years, but merely refined his methods.
In Jarry’s play, Ubu himself claims that he has
“grown wiser”®® and has learned that if he
were to kill everyone, who would pull the
oars. "l still remain Ubu enchained, Ubu slave,
and I’'m not giving any orders ever again. That
way people will obey me all the more
promptly”, he proclaims at the end.* Pa
Ubu’s realisation became the lesson of Ubu

5 LocsEl, “A ldncra vert Ubi...", 4.

*° |bid.

7 PAAL, “Korunk hése: Ubi”, n.p.

28 Alfred JARRY, Ubu Enchained, translated by
Simon WATSON TAYLOR, 219—312 (New York:
Grove Press, 1968), 247. (Ebook edition)

Enchained: “You have to violate people’s
minds, you have to make them voluntarily ac-
cept, even desire and fight for slavery”.3° The
stage representation of this gave the events
of the performance just as ironic a tone as the
grandiose announcement, made in the con-
text of seemingly non-existent unemploy-
ment, that even a Pa Ubu wants to be useful
to society, that he wants to work.

Most critics praised Ubu Enchained as a
production full of amazing ideas and excel-
lent humour, which relies on the audience’s
mental activity throughout. According to
Paal, Jarry’s play is “written in @ much more
sketchy manner than King Ubu, so [we] have
to inflate it with incredible inventiveness in
order to give it a stage presence”.?* There was
certainly no lack of inventiveness in Szolnok,
with a critic suggesting a “Niagara-like tor-
rent of ideas”.3* If we summarise the mo-
ments mentioned in the reviews—for exam-
ple, agroom using a bicycle bell like a clock, a
cannonball caught in a butterfly net, flowers
with nails as stems, a court operating with
perfect mechanical precision and spring-
loaded judges, pious women transforming
into voluptuous bayaderes, a rag doll-like
Grand Vizier, galley slaves rowing with wooden
spoons that also serve as masks—we can
conclude that Paal turned Jarry’'s “student
prank” into a “student prank” of his own, as a
kind of homage to his past in amateur thea-
tre. In this way, Ubu Enchained became a con-
tinuation (albeit in a different medium and
years later) of what Paal had begun at the
Szeged University Stage about ten years ear-
lier. In terms of the spirit of the production
and the way of staging, a straight line can be
drawn from The Giant Baby (the stage version
of Tibor Déry’s play, one of the most im-
portant works of the Hungarian avant-garde),

»1bid., 312.

3° BERCZES, “Lancra verve...”, 5.

3* BAJOMI LAZAR, “Ubuvélet Szolnokon”, 27.
32 |bid.
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produced in Szeged, all the way through Ca-
ligula and King Ubu staged in Pécs, Tango and
End Game, staged in Szolnok, to Ubu En-
chained and even The Tragedy of Man, pro-
duced at the beginning of the following sea-
son, as Paal’s debut as chief director at the
Szigligeti Theatre.

Since Ubu Enchained consistently revealed
the entire mechanism of creating theatre and
involved everyone in the performance from
the prop masterto the prompter, from the ac-
tors to the spectators, it built a bridge from
the amateur theatre at the turn of the 1960s
and 1970s to the “new theatricality” of the
1990s. From his first productions, Paal was in-
terested in connecting the audience and the
stage, which he achieved with techniques
that can be traced back to the classical avant-
garde, confusing the spectators and blurring
the boundaries between theatre and life. As
Paal liked to start and finish his productions
with powerful images, these techniques were
applied at the beginning and end of Ubu En-
chained as well. Before the lights went out in
the auditorium, armed men dressed in civilian
clothes stormed the audience, roughly
grabbed a spectator and dragged her away
without a word. This action is as subversive as
those suggested by the Futurist manifestos:
putting glue on the spectators’ seats, selling
them tickets for the wrong seats (so that they
would fight over them), etc.

The opening of Ubu Enchained—uwith an
unexpected action, happening among the
spectators here and now, characteristic of the
genre of performance—aimed to make the
audience feel unsafe, to feel no distance be-
tween their own world and the events on
stage. Moreover, it alluded to the fear of be-
ing taken away by force by the current repre-
sentatives of power. In 1979, the Kadar Re-
gime no longer made people disappear in this
way, but exercised violence in other ways.
However, Paal evoked a not-too-distant era,
the terror of the Rakosi Regime (i.e., the

3 SuLyok Laszlo, “Szinhazi esték. A ldncra
vert Ubi”, N6grdd, December 15, 1979, 4.

prehistory of the Kadar Regime), when this
could happen.

The end of the performance featured a
similarly powerful breaking of the “fourth wall”,
and even a kind of offending the audience,
when Soliman, Sultan of the Turks, remained
on stage alone, spitting sunflower seed hulls
on the spectators with indifference until they
realised that the performance was over and
began to applaud. Another perplexing mo-
ment that challenged the separation of thea-
tre and life came at the beginning of the sec-
ond act, when the choice between the slo-
gans Long live freedom! and Long live slavery!
was discussed on stage, and then all the ac-
tors turned to the audience and began to si-
lently scrutinise them. The journalist (a critic
of the guest performance in Salgdtarjan) who
recorded this, immediately followed his de-
scription with a question: “"Do they really want
us to take a stand verbally as well? But this is
extremely strange and unusual. The official
theatre has never demanded this of us, the
audience. And now that it has done so, our
confusion is complete, and the actor—in an
equally unusual situation—may experience it
the same way.”*® There is something histori-
cally and socially curious and penetrating
about this moment. On the one hand, it was
one of the rare moments during state social-
ism, when in the production of an official the-
atre the audience was directly addressed,
looked in the eye, and forced to take a stand.
Amateur theatre had established this rela-
tionship before, but professional or institu-
tional theatre had not. Gabor Székely’s pro-
ductions in Szolnok had already done away
with the closure of representation, but they
had not “provoked” the audience in a way
Paal did. On the other hand, in a social envi-
ronment where there was one leader, one
camp, and one slogan, where it was always
obvious who to vote for, this division, this du-
ality was unexpected and shocking, and the
article | cited also states that the performance
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in fact divided the audience in Salgdtarjan.
However, Paal’'s staging was presumably
aimed at this: not unity, but division, and ac-
cording to two reviews, the audience in the
countryside received this with greater reser-
vations than the more select and largely pro-
fessional audience at the guest performance
in Budapest. The critic of the local daily in
Szolnok, for example, mentions that after the
first night, which elicited lively audience reac-
tions and loud laughter, he saw another per-
formance where the audience did not take
advantage of the opportunity to participate,
which undermined the performance.?* The
audience outside the capital did not prove to
be the best partner for Paal’s experiment: due
to their socialisation in the theatre, they did
not know what to make of situations such as
the one | mentioned, with the student theatre
jokes, and did not really go along with the
performance. However, if the regional thea-
tre and the regional audience hadn't existed,
Paal’s production would probably never have
been born. Even at the National Theatre, led
by Gabor Székely and Gabor Zsambéki be-
tween 1978 and 1982, or in any other theatres
in the capital at that time, it is impossible to
imagine a performance that combines ama-
teur and professional theatre like Paal’'s Ubu
Enchained. Nevertheless, it slotted seam-
lessly into the varied programme in Szolnok,
taking its place proudly three months after
the season’s sensation, Yuri Lyubimov’s stag-
ing of Yuri Trifonov's The Exchange, and be-
tween the premieres of Man of La Mancha and
Ball at the Savoy.
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Not Heroic, but Theoretic. Thoughts on Tibor Debreczeni
and a Forgotten Genre of Student Acting

GABRIELLA KISS

Abstract: The article explores a single, yet
generative question within the framework of
applied theatre studies: what genre-theoreti-
cal, dispositif-critical, and reception-histori-
cal insights emerge when the relationship be-
tween the platform theatre model theorised
by Tibor Debreczeni and Antal Rencz, and the
Z0ld Szamar Theatre is examined through a
single Philther reconstruction. The analysis
considers whether the two formations share
key characteristics: (i) the capacity to contin-
uously theorise their own practice; (ii) an un-
derstanding of theatre-making as both a ped-
agogical workshop and a form of social activ-
ism; and (iii) an ability to synthesise agita-
tional genres of working-class culture, the
emergent art of movement, and the visual
arts that had become integral to sceno-
graphic language. The case study of the lyri-
cal oratorio Perl6 ének (1971) serves as the
central site of this inquiry.

It is common knowledge that “there is barely
another nation in Europe with a theatre his-
tory so closely tied to student acting as ours
is.”* Hence, it is worthy of our attention to ask
why the written history of Hungarian theatre
has failed to canonise the lifework of Tibor
Debreczeni, who passed away in 2024. Why

* NANAY Istvan, “Szinhaz és didkszinjatszas —
vazlatos torténeti visszatekintés”, in, Drama—
pedagdgia — szinhaz — nevelés, edited by Eck
Julia, KaposI Jézsef and TRENCSENYI Laszlo,
217-222 (Budapest: OFI, 2016), 217.

* Tibor Debreczeni (1928-2024) was a faculty
teacher of Hungarian history and a drama
pedagogue who, as a fellow worker at the In-
stitute of People’s Education, spearheaded its
cultural movement, 1966-1989. He developed

has neither the Castle District’s Literary Stage
[Vari Irodalmi Szinpad] (1967—1980) nor the
cellar-space continuation of the aesthetic pro-
gram developed there, the Word Theatre [Sz6-
szinhdaz] (1980-1985), become part of alter-
native theatre history? Could it be connected
to the fact that “Debreczeni-style” theatre-
making is not only linked to an institute of
higher education (the dormitory of the elec-
trical engineering faculty of Budapest's Tech-
nical University), but the Institute of People’s
Education [NépmUvelési Intézet] on the one
hand and the Hungarian Society of Drama
Pedagogy [Magyar Dramapedagdgiai Tarsa-
sag] on the other?* Does the richness of De-
breczeni’s heritage aid or hinder this historio-
graphical work? Indeed, we must not forget
it, especially as it concerns perhaps the most
enthusiastic documentation of Hungarian art
pedagogy itself. Afterall, he recognised in the
1960s that youth and student acting could
only become an experimental aesthetic work-
shop if theoretical (theatrical) reflection were
anintegral part of the work undertaken there.
Inthis sense, hisfigure is also inescapable, be-
cause, together with Antal Rencz, he theo-
rised this performance format not as a liter-
ary, but as a theatrical genre in need of a
monograph,® and according to whose thesis,

the dramaturgy of podium acting, initiated a
number of national festivals, and, concurrently,
wrote the country’s first workshop lessons for
drama pedagogy. Founder of the Drama Ped-
agogy Society of Hungary, he is its first and
permanent honorary president.

3 DEBRECZENI Tibor and RENCZ Antal, A pédiumi
szinjatéktipusok dramaturgidja (Budapest: Nép-
muUvelési Propaganda Iroda, 1971).
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Socialist Realist acting was a product of scar-
city.* In 1967, Tibor Debreczeni’s article
“Complexity and Art Appreciation” appeared
in the columns of Népmdivelés [People’s Edu-
cation], stressing this very point: that the stu-
dent acting director “dares to apply to text-
based plays other arts [such as] stage move-
ment, music and other acoustic elements,
sets, costumes, and everything that was pre-
viously uncommon on literary stages.”> That
is, inspired by one of the time’s most signifi-
cant theatre scholars, Gyorgy Székely, he
viewed podium plays as an especially “dy-
namic and complex [stage] picture,”6 wherein
its main characteristics (the performance oc-
curring at the “podium,” as well as the “vocal
or visual dramaturgy”) are reactions to the
1960s and 1970s variations on prose- and

“* “For ten years, the literary stage — a genre
born from performance art and a scarcity of
acting — has proceeded (and still proceeds)
along two paths. The first path terminates in
the oratorio genre, a form that favors static
staging, but is built upon active intellect. By
stretching the framework of the classic ora-
tory, just as many new formal variations on
content have been born. As a genre, | myself
date it back to the commemorative programs
which also served to spread information, as a
variant of document writing for the podium.
(Itis no accident that it was the year we com-
piled the first catalogue of the oratorio
genre.)” DEBRECZENI Tibor, “"Komplexitas és
mukedvelés”, Népmdvelés 14, No. 3. (1967):
31-33., 32.

> DEBRECZENI Tibor, Tértént pedig. Eqy Corvin
téri népmdiveld a puha diktaturdban 1966-1989
(Budapest: Jatszo Ember Alapitvany, 2019),
31.

® Gyorgy Székely (1918-2012) was a director,
theatre manager, drama theory writer, and
theatre historian. He was a founding member
of the Hungarian Theatre Institute (its deputy
head from1g60 to 1980), as well as the Hun-
garian Technical Academy’s Theatre and Film
Committee (its president from 1990 to 1998).
His most important theoretical work was The

poetry-based performance art on one hand,
and, on the other, created a programmed,
montage-style genre built upon études.” The
point of departure for this process of the “re-
theatricalisation” of student acting was a for-
gotten genre: the lyric oratorio, the ideal ex-
ample of which, Song of Plea [Perl6 ének]
(1970), shaped the Castle District’s Literary
Stage into a creative community.®

Context of the performance in theatre culture

It is commonly known that (self-)censorship
at established theatres, marked by pragmatic
professionalism, only offered free readings
and associations through the choice of play
and the manner in which they distinguished
spoken (audible) and visual text.® In the spirit

Dramaturgy of Types of Plays (1965), in which
he developed a methodology of theatre de-
scription that was complex and performance-
centered.

7 Cf. GOLDEN Daniel and KERTESZ Luca, A
szinjaték pedagdgidja (Budapest: Szinhaz- és
Filmmuvészeti Egyetem, 2019), 27.

8 Title: Song of Plea; Date of premiere: 28 April
1970; Venue: Department of Electrical Engi-
neers’ Dormitory at Budapest’s Technical
University; Director: Tibor Debreczeni (assis-
tant choreographer: Janos Karsai); Authors:
comprised of works by Sebestyén Tinddi-
Lantos, Péter Bornemisza, Janos Rimay, Pé-
ter Pazmany, Miklos Zrinyi, lvan Goran Ko-
vacsics, Ference Juhasz, Sandor Wedres, and
Istvan Nemeskirty, as well as prisoners’ let-
ters, Hungarian folk songs, a Hebrew dirge, a
psalm, and an African-American spiritual; Dra-
maturg: Tibor Debreczeni; Company: Castle
District’s Literary Stage; Actors: Gyula Elek,
Gyongyi Sz(cs, Istvan Paal, Péter Szintai,
Istvan K6hegyi, Jozsef Bezdan, Katalin Tom-
csanyi, Maria Torma, Csaba Cserna, Erika
Borkoles, and Laszlo Lévai.

9 Cf. JAKFALVI Magdolna, “Kett6s beszéd -
egyenes értés”, in Mdvészet és hatalom. A Ka-
ddr-korszak mivészete, ed. by KISANTAL Tamas



of this so-called “dual speech,” Gabor Székely
established a workshop in Szolnok in 1971, as
did Gdbor Zsambéki in Kaposvar in 1975, while
Tamds Ascher and Jdnos Szikora began their
directing careers. In other words, these were
Tibor Debreczeni’s contemporaries. We may
classify Tamas Ascher’s productions of State
Department Store [Allami Aruhaz] (1976) as
“battlefields of world theatre”, an “updated”
Heavy Barbora, and Marat/Sade (1981), the
latter of which became a manifesto.* Yet, as
a harbinger of this conspiratorial winking at
the audience, we may also view the inde-
pendent production of 1965, which pro-
claimed to builders of the Socialist Workers'
State, “Deliver us from evil!”** Intended for
the Madach Studio Theatre [Madach Kama-
raszinhaz] under the direction of Laszld
Mensaros, but only allowed on the University
Stage [Egyetemi Szinpad], it was later per-
formed 150 times nationwide as The Twenti-
eth Century [A XX. szazad].

The staging of this text assembly, span-
ning Alfred Nobel’s will to the final mono-
logue of Fellini’s film 8%%, was a legendary
performance of the time, although it did not
become part of theatre history canon for
three reasons. First of all, because poetry in-
terpretation and cabaret (more specifically,
performance art) have been underrepresented

and MENYHERT Anna, 94—108 (Budapest: L’
Harmattan — JAK, 2005), 97.

Y EORsI Istvan, "Megbombdztuk Kaposvart”. A
kaposvdri Csiky Gergely Szinhaz és a
kulturpolitika (Budapest: Napvilag Kiadd —
1956-0s Intézet Alapitvany, 2013), 36., 58., 63.
" MENSAROS Laszld, A XX. szdazad (Budapest:
MMA Kiado, 2019), 5. Cf. NAGY Gabriella,
“Szabadits meg a gonosztol! — Mensaros XX.
szdzada”, Accessed 20 April 2025. https://lit-
era.hu/magazin/tudositas/szabadits-meg-a-
gonosztol-mensaros-xx-szazada.html.

* Cf. Kiss Gabriella, A magyar szinhdzi hagyo-
mdny neveté arca. Pillanatfelvételek (Buda-
pest: Balassi Kiadd, 2011), 9—18.

3 At Budapest's Vigad6 and the Music Acad-
emy’s chamber hall, during the 1941/1942
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in the nation’s theatre history discourse to
this day, which automatically leads to a lack
of theoretical, historical, and analytical re-
flection upon this literary form.™ Secondly,
the theatre avant-garde, in which lyrical gen-
res (in the form of recital choruses and syn-
thesised choral dramas) are incorporated as
elements of theatre language,™ has mainly
existed in Hungary solely as a theoretical con-
struction.™ Further, up until the evening by
Laszlo Mensaros, the program and structur-
ing of poetic works were not shaped by a sin-
gle theme or issue, but by the chosen poet
and their times, or the taste of the actor inter-
preting the works. In this sense, it is under-
standable why this fact did not manage to be
canonised in the historiography of alternative
theatre, according to which The Twentieth
Century “broke with the accustomed themes
of the time, which covered the given writer’s
lifework; in other words, the sequence of the
selected works was not determined by a
structure that was chronological or centred
around a common theme, but by connections
that were free and associative.”*

The Mensaros evening “established a
school”, because it brought about a type of
literary stage, “from which a mimetic oratorio
developed, as well as podium plays and docu-
mentary plays post-1968. The role of poetry

season, within the framework of two perfor-
mance series entitled Our Poets and Their
Times and A Millenium of Suffering, Ferenc
Hont tried out assemblies of polyphonic po-
etry programs, arranged in thematic or tonal
units and recited either in chorus or in pairs.”
BOHM Edit, “"Az el6adomuivészet”, in Magyar
szinhaztérténet 1920-1949, ed. by BECSY Tamas
and SZEKELY Gyorgy, 966—986 (Budapest:
Magyar Konyvklub, 2005), 979.

* Cf. JAKFALVI Magdolna, Avantgard — szinhaz
— politika (Budapest: Balassi Kiado, 2006), 42—
73

" NANAY Istvan, Ruszt Jozsef (Budapest:
L'Harmattan, 2014), 25.
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grew astoundingly in the 1960s. Indeed, with
poems, it was easier to express what was not
allowed to be spoken otherwise. This demand
birthed thematically-structured programmes,
performed by communities and literary stages,
whose techniques grew richer with time
[...].”*® What is more, in conjunction with the
theatrical demand, it became a subject of
theoretical and analytic reflection’’—either
as a Gyorgy Székely-type of performance®® or
as inspiration drawn from Brechtian aims and
dramaturgy.

Dramatic text, dramaturgy

In the “amateur acting (including literary
stage groups)” of the 1960s, “podium-style
performances” signified a paradigmatic shift,
representing “forms of adult education,” which
owed their creation to the fact that they dis-
sociated themselves from or at least “did not

*|bid., 22.

*7 DEBRECZENI and RENCZ, A pddiumi szinjaték-
tipusok..., 11.

*8 “Naturally, the still valid results of theatre
scholarship form the main supports of our
work. From the recent past, the most valua-
ble heritage aiding our efforts has been pri-
marily a few studies by Sandor Hevesi, the
piece entitled ‘The World of Drama’ written
by Ferenc Hont in 1940, as well as the profes-
sional literature written in our times: the
three volumes of work describing types of
plays by Dr. Gyorgy Székely and finally Miklos
Almasi’s works on theatre dramaturgy. For
the aesthetic foundation of our endeavors,
we turn to the works of Gyorgy Lukacs and
Janos Barta.” Ibid., pp 4-5.

9 1bid., 10., 11.

*° Bertolt BRECHT, “A »Koldusopera«-per”,
translated by SOs Endre, in Bertolt BRECHT,
Irodalomrol és mdivészetrol, 94—148 (Buda-
pest: Kossuth Kiado, 1970), 107.

> “An independent entity built upon self-se-
lection with a defined number of positions
(staff) that, with the financial support of a
maintaining body and the theoretical guidance

copy the repertoire or acting style of official
theatres.” It is important to recognise that
an integral element of its self-definition, for-
mulated in 1971, was dispositive critique, like
that of Brecht's article “The Threepenny
Opera Case” from 1931,>° or the University
Stage of Szeged’s model of “one’s own thea-
tre” from 1975.>* Regarding themselves as
not only artists, but also pedagogues, they
commonly acknowledged that, due to the
forms of their activity, they could only be pol-
iticians if they positioned themselves outside
the bourgeois institution of illusory theatre,
and if their theatre-making was viewed not as
an entertainment product, but as a societal
forum.** This is accomplished by a type of
acting identified by the word podium, which
refers to both the acting space (the smallest
and most modest venue, not at all a grand
stage, but by all means an “emphatic space”*?)
and a “tool of agitation” equally as valid as

of a supervisory body, pursues creative thea-
tre activity in a factory, but not a business-like
manner while functioning in the sphere of
public education raises professionals who are
well qualified both theatrically and cultur-
ally.” Paal, Istvan. "Néhany tartalmi és formai
szempont a »sajat szinhaz« modell kiala-
kitasahoz”, in “Dokumentumok a Szegedi
Egyetemi Szinpad torténetébdl”, ed. by HiDI
Boglarka, IMRE Zoltan and KALMAR Balazs, Be-
tekint6 16, No. 3. (2022): 191—217., 208. DOI:
10.25834/BET.2022.3.9, Accessed 5 August
2024. https://www.betekinto.hu/sites/de-
fault/files/betekinto-

szamok/2022 03 hidi_imre_kalmar.pdf

*2 Cf. Beatrix Kricsfalusi’s introduction to Milo
RAU, “Hogyan alljunk ellen?”, translated by
KRICSFALUSI Beatrix, szinhaz.net, 20.12.2024,
accessed 7 July 2025.
https://szinhaz.net/2024/12/20/milo-rau-
hogyan-alljunk-ellen/.

»“The scenographic process is playful in na-
ture, evoked by its special manner of empha-
sis (Hervorhebung), resulting in a reduction of
consequences (Konsequenzverminderung).”
Andreas KOTTE, Bevezetés a szinhdztudomany-
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“contemporary experimentation.”** It is also
described as serving “a unique, important,
and absolutely irreplaceable” function in both
adult education and the theatre arts:*

1. It brings the live theatrical arts where
it could not reach otherwise; to small
communities and novice viewers being
introduced to art.

2. It is capable of producing plays at
venues—such as podiums, clubs, mar-
kets, etc.—where official art cannot thrive
due to its reliance on a theatre building.
3. It accomplishes communication with
an array of languages and forms—pro-
grammed texts, podium plays, literary
oratorios—which is uniquely its own,
thus departing from established, main-
stream theatre.

4. It can lay claim to a performance
function intended to educate, whose
aim—beyond that of general adult edu-
cation—is to develop a contemporary
theatre vision, thereby assisting mod-
ern professional theatre.

5. The artistic communication is accom-
plished by people who, while affecting
others, also develop and refine them-
selves.

ba, translated by Edit KOTTE (Budapest: Bal-
assi Kiado, 2015), 15.

** DEBRECZENI Tibor, Egy amatdr emlékezése
1966-1978 (Budapest: Orszagos KézmUveld-
dési Koézpont, 1989), 102.

*> DEBRECZENI and RENCZ, A pédiumi szinjaték-
tipusok..., 11.

*° Ibid.

7 For the definition of applied theatre, see
CziBoLy Adam, ed., Szinhdzi nevelési és szin-
hdzpedagdgiai kézikonyv (Budapest: InSite
Drama, 2017), 154.

2% Alain BADIOU, A szdzad (2010), quoted in
JAKFALVI Magdolna, A valdsag szenvedélye. A
realista szinhaz emlékezete Magyarorszagon
(Budapest: Arktisz Kiadd — Theatron MGhely
Alapitvany, 2023), 15.
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6. It creates a collaborative play which
makes it possible, given a small audi-
ence, for the work to come to fruition
within each participant according to
their own artistic reception; not just in
the aesthetic experience of the viewer,
but in both the practice of the art and
the development of the creator.”*®

Thus, this legitimizing self-definition applies
to its social use (pedagogy), as well as its
manner of creation and reception (aestheti-
cism). In other words, it regards theatre-mak-
ing as a functionally-defined practice which,
thanks to its unique aesthetic, is capable of
effecting a change in the lives or theatre
tastes of the group, the individual and/or the
audience.” Moreover, since the theatrical sit-
uation is conceived in this case for the sake of
worlds “sight unseen” (Ranciere), itis a collec-
tive gesture wherein the main field of limita-
tion (i.e., participation in the play) alters “with
the means of representing truths [officially,
Socialist Realism].”*®

With the aid of these tools, dubbed “direc-
torial-dramaturgical” by Tibor Debreczeni,
we arrive at the two structural modes in terms
of the oratorical play type: performance-
dramaturgy with an associative plot (lyrical)
or an associative-eventful plot (epic).?® Their

29 “The oratorio with an associative (intellec-
tual) structure: 1. It offers an opportunity for
the ‘plot’ of an oratorical type of play. It can
be dissected into sounds (acoustics) or into
roles. Whether it is an independent work
(e.g., a literary oratorio) or an edited work, it
is an assembled program. 2. The category in-
dicates that this type of play has no dramatic
plot. Instead, there is a lyrically dramatic
structure where emotional and intellectual
units build upon one another. It is also associ-
ative, as it is built upon the conflict (juxtapo-
sition and development) of certain feelings
and thoughts. This is suited to its conscious
associative capabilities — its dialectic of
thought and fluctuation of emotions. That is
why we may call its structure lyrical — that is,
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common name is the resulting site-specific
“imaginative realism,” in which “very little of
the play’s reality can be shown at the podium.
Thus, its main goal and task are to arouse the
viewers’ fantasy, so their imaginations sup-
plement the drama'’s signals.”*° In this sense,
we may label the podium acting style as “in-
dicative” on the one hand and “realistic” on
the other; after all, "the imagined reality
lends it authenticity.”** However, also com-
mon to them is the structural method applied
to the selected literature and musical mate-
rial, which does not regard “theatre” as the in-
terpretation of “a plot that unfolds an estab-
lished story with a beginning, middle, and
end,”® but as a “publicizing entity.”** The
transmission’s declarative character is ruled
by “the editor’s creative intention” whereby,
with the arrangement of works in a certain
distinct order, it seeks to achieve an associa-
tive, thought-provoking effect in the viewer.
Therefore, this [associative] activity is guided
by an intellectual intention to comprehend,
and precisely because of this, in the course of
the work, a structure is created wherein the
parts—and the dramatic elements—do not
overpower the intellectual aim.”3* Within this
dynamic, concentrated on the question of fo-
cus, what is exciting is the rehearsal process,
as well as the loose rhythm of diverse se-
quences, heedless of connections or transitions.

both intellectual and emotional. [...] Eventful
podium plays, structured upon events, give
rise to documentary plays, report plays, novel
adaptations, etc.” DEBRECZENI and RENCZ, A
podiumi szinjatéktipusok..., 31. Cf. Documen-
tation of the Castle District’s Literary Stage.
Accessed 1 October 2024. https://hia-
szt.hu/vari-irodalmi-szinpad/

3° DEBRECZENI and RENCZ, A pddiumi szinjdtek-
tipusok..., 100.

3 |bid., 100-101.

3* KRICSFALUSI Beatrix, “»Csinalni jobb, mint
érezni«. A Lehrstick és a brechti médi-
aarchivum”, in A hermeneutika vonzasaban.
Kulcsar Szabo Ernd 60. sziletésnapjara, ed.
by BONUS Tibor, EISEMANN Gyo6rgy, LORINCZ

In the course of his work with student acting,
of equal significance to education, the basis
of poetry recital became vital: interpretation
of the work centered on a problem and the
presentation of a contemporary field of in-
quiry. This goal shifted theatre-making closer
to a “political seminar,”*> which the creative
process had to become according to the con-
cept of Brecht's learning-plays [Lehrstiick], so
often cited by Tibor Debreczeni. The process
of conveying the expressed points and coun-
terpoints brings about a performance drama-
turgy,®® which not only entertains, but finds
opportunities in the interruptions and rebut-
tals, the fractured plots, and the presentation
of an ideologically rich thesis.”

Staging

Also characteristic of this risk-taking was es-
tablishing a relationship with the audience, as
well as the reality construction that took
place inthe viewer’s imagination and the abil-
ity to create an “intellectual, associative ef-
fect,” which typified podium direction.3® In-
deed, in this case, the direction was linked to
the performance’s question of focus, be it
upon poetry recital, choral speech, or musical
effects, which fundamentally correspond to
three structural methods. Tibor Debreczeni
distinguished these methods as “itemised,

Csongor, SzIRAK Péter, 535-549 (Budapest:
Racio Kiado, 2010), 542.

33 Bertolt BRECHT, Szinhdzi tanulmdnyok (Bu-
dapest: Magvetd Kiadd, 1969), 415.

3 |bid., p 65.

3 Reiner STEINWEG, Das Lehrstick. Brechts
Theorie einer politisch-dsthetischen Erziehung
(Stuttgart: Metzler, 1972), 151.

3¢ Erika FISCHER-LICHTE, “The Aesthetics of
Disruption. German Theatre in the Age of Me-
dia”, Theatre Survey 34, No. 11. (1993): 7-27.
37 KRICSFALUSI Beatrix, “»Csinalni jobb, mint...”,
542.

3% DeBRECZENI and RENCZ, A pédiumi szinjdaték-
tipusok..., 35.
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linear, and contrapuntal,” depending on
whether one constructs the lyric oratorio’s
material in the interest of a lyrical situation, a
series of thoughts that conjure an epic jour-
ney, or the goal happens to be the preserva-
tion of lyrical reflections upon the conflict.®® If
we examine the published text of Song of
Plea, which may also be regarded as the di-
rector’s copy, it is clear that these three types
are not three distinct techniques of perfor-
mance dramaturgy, but three fields of inquiry
with which the director, in the strictest sense,
wishes to “give voice” to the question of fo-
cus.*

In theory, Song of Plea is an ideal example
of itemised direction. After all, the choice of
material, the arrangement of solo and choral
speech, and the scenography are all shaped
by a Type 3individual [Enneagram Type 3 per-
sonality] who constitutes the lyrical subject of
this “public complaint” (presented on fifteen
occasions), as well as the tragic destiny of ex-
istence within the community:

"It illuminates the suffering of many
thousands, about whom we know so lit-
tle, referred to in history and the press
only in quantities, who struggled with
this or that and perished in such and
such numbers. The communal quality is
developed—both in the content and the
circumstances it conjures—through the
vocal numbers and the text of folk
songs incorporated in the play. As
proof, | will cite the song »Where are
you, King Stephen?«, which became

39 1bid., 21.

“ “Ever since | came to know, a quarter of a
century ago, the literature of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries — the plebian
psalms and poetic jeremiads that conveyed
the thoughts and matters of the community
so naturally and self-evidently, the wailing
prose and poetry works crying out for sur-
cease — | have loved it. Its message emanates
over the centuries. It has long excited me how
to form plays [out of this material, in which]
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practically a folk song in the eighteenth
century, with its pentatonic melody of
lament, an ancient dirge, semblances of
which we find among Eastern peoples
such as the Uyghur or Chuvash. The
Protestant psalm »Plead my cause, O
Lord!«, which originates from the Old
Testament and becomes a Hungarian
song of protest in Szenczi-Molnar's
translation, or the Yiddish camp song
and the African-American spiritual »We
Shall Overcome; all of them express
mass sentiment.”**

Communal literature expresses communal
thought, although the “collective” mode of
thought or action does not become uniform
in any dimension of theatre-making. The ex-
pressed theme belongs to a national commu-
nity, and those expressing it form a creative
community. The acting style benefits from
the opportunity for interaction between the
actors and the audience (i.e., the community
of viewers). At the same time, in all his reflec-
tions, Tibor Debreczeni emphasised that “in
order to express a thought,” we wage an ac-
tual battle “with ourselves in the preparatory
phase and then in the course of perfor-
mances;” similar to that which takes place at
first singly among the viewers, and that which
the performer stepping to the podium wages
with the spoken word, which then exists in
the space as a “herd” mentality, and is finally
represented by the actors as they exit through

communal literature expresses communal
thought.” DEBRECZENI Tibor, “A »Perlé ének«
sziletése. MGhelytanulmany”, in "Perl6 ének”.
Debreczeni Tibor szinjdatékai, rendezései, ed. by
TORMA Maria and FERKE Gyorgy, n.p. (Buda-
pest: Felsémagyarorszag Konyvkiadd, 1994).
Accessed 20 April 2025. https://hiaszt.hu/wp-
content/uploads/2024/02/PERLO-
ENEK_konyv-1-1.pdf

“*bid.
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the audience.** That is, in the case of Song of
Plea, the basis of the directorial concept was
“itemised.” However, the rehearsal period
that brought it into existence and the perfor-
mance/dramaturgy that developed it were
“contrapuntal.” What is more, the resulting
“fracturisation” expanded the spectators’ ca-
pacity for free association.

Stage design and sound

Breaking with the illusion of an overarching
unity resulted in a sequence that concen-
trated “poetry recital, prose delivery, choral
chanting, music,” and not least of all the cho-
reography into blocks of audible and active
tableaux.”* As previously mentioned, Tibor
Debreczeni, in the footsteps of Gyorgy
Székely, emphasised that every single unit of
the lyric oratorio was “dynamic and com-
plex,”** which refers to (/) the aural drama-
turgy, down to its smallest constructive or de-
constructive element (tone, rhythm, dynam-
ics, modulation); (i) the symbolic—in other
words, geometrically abstract or virtually
heightened—stage pictures; and (iii) the use
of roles.*> Thus arises a construction, indivisi-
ble from theatrical realism,*® and Debreczeni
draws an explicit connection between its “po-
dium” characteristic and the “lesson drama”
in his work entitled The Dramaturgy of Po-
dium-style Direction:

2 This deepens the allusion to the poem The
Monster’s Coffin by Sandor Weores. In the fi-
nale, entitled “The Monster’s Mutilation,” the
army, having vanquished the colossus, dis-
poses of the body. The text of Song of Plea
even incorporates the line “its flattened skull
on the side of the walk...”.

“3 DEBRECZENI and RENCZ, A pddiumi szinjatek-
tipusok..., 22.

“1bid., 52.

“1bid., 22.

% Klaus-Dieter KRABIEL, “Spieltypus Lehrstiick.
Zum Stand der aktuellen Diskussion”, in

“Therefore, the podium shapes the
play’s plot by strengthening the intel-
lectual and associative structures, as
well as by heightening the power of its
epic nature and eventfulness. [...] Where-
as expressionist dramas embodied the
twentieth century’s aims of deconstruc-
tion, the podium framework embraces
Brecht’s lesson dramas, whose plots are
of such an associative-eventful nature
that they are well enacted from our po-
diums.”*

Just like the lesson plays, the “collective mul-
timedia piece” existed “beside the musical
and prose theatre as a third, autonomous
genre,”*® whose visual and acoustic principles
Tibor Debreczeni described in a dialogue sim-
ilar to Brecht's Messingkauf Dialogues. The
imaginary conversation between A and B has
two matters at stake here. The first is the aim
of an educator: to provide concrete, method-
ological lessons to his colleagues; be they stu-
dent actors, directors, or group leaders. The
other (identical to Brecht) is that of the exper-
imental director: to destabilise standpoints,
to bring goals into focus, and to make partic-
ipants question “ingrained practices” of thea-
tre-making; in other words, to view as strange
certain elements of stagecraft (in this case,
literary stages and drama classes) such as
“the prayer, the monologue, the staff as an
emblem, the psalm, and the still picture.”*®

TEXT+KRITIK. Sonderband Bertolt Brecht, ed.
by Heinz Ludwig ARNOLD, 41-52 (Minchen:
Text und Kritik, 2006), 41.

“/ DEBRECZENI and RENCZ, A pédiumi szinjaték-
tipusok..., 17. It is indicative how the work re-
gards Brecht’s two short plays He Who Says
Yes and He Who Says No as “intellectual po-
dium plays” (53.).

“® KRABIEL, “Spieltypus Lehrstiick...”, 41.
alséban, felsében és fdiskoldban (Kecskemét:
Magyar Dramapedagogiai Tarsasag — Kecs-
keméti Tanitoképzd Féiskola, no year), 107.



The aural world of the lyric oratorio is built,
on the one hand, upon clapping, rhythmic
drumming, and striking the staff; and, on the
other hand, upon compositions for the hu-
man voice, either solos or choral recitals. In
Song of Plea, the title is justified by the varia-
tions upon the pentatonic melodies of cries
and laments (psalm or jeremiad), when the
chorus sometimes chants in a slow, pulsing,
fragmented manner the first two lines of Al-
bert Szenci-Molnar’s psalm (“Plead my cause,
O Lord, with them that strive with me / Fight
against them that fight against me”), and
sometimes begs with increasing volume
(“Deliver us, O Lord, from war and subjuga-
tion / From hunger and cholera, deliver us, O
Lord! ”), only later to pray a text portion of
Andrds Batizi's world chronicle in verse enti-
tled In the Hands of Pagans, spanning a dra-
matic arc from motivation to despair. The
timeless soloist serves as a frame of refer-
ence, narrating and commenting on the
realm of emotions and the constant, collec-
tive state in the aural and visual world of the
performance. On the one hand, he provides
an emotional counterpoint to the interpreta-
tion of text fragments originating from those
who shaped historic events that led to com-
munity-wide destruction. On the other hand,
he represents the position of the plaintiff who
is ready for confrontation; in other words, to
accuse. A textbook example of the podium
play’s aforementioned “imaginary realism” is
the auditory interference which can be re-
garded as choral work signifying the fervor of
Istvan Magyari and Péter Pazmany’s debate
over faith. Yet, it also formulates an opinion
of this, articulating how inconsequential the
standpoint of the “little man” is, the essence
of whose existence is sobbed out in the choral
poem by Sebestyén Tinddi-Lantos: “While
you debate each other, in your nation, how
they are dying!”

Even more starkly abstract is the visual
world in which stepping to the podium and

°° DEBRECZENI Tibor. “»Perlé ének« - lirai ora-
torium”, in "Perlé ének”. Debreczeni Tibor szin-
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departing it, every manner of entering and
filling the space, each change in proxemics,
and the resulting geometric shapes made up
of torsos, heads, and extremities; all function
as societal gestures (Brecht). The thesis, dis-
tilled in Song of Plea's series of living tab-
leaux, as well as the historical events/figures
cited by the staged documents, can be pin-
pointed precisely on a coordinate system,
where one axis represents individual interest
versus communal will, and the other denotes
high politics versus the fate of the common
man. Thus, its focus is placed upon history’s
eternal sacrificial lambs, huddled in a tight
herd. With their alarmed faces and hands
raised in defense, they eventually turn round
and round. Only sound is capable of breaking
this unit, the embodiment of their shared op-
pression, when, statement by statement, the
people deliver in solos a catalogue of crimes
committed by Balint Torok and other lords,
manifesting it as a series of charges or the
multiplied pain of many individuals. Follow-
ing this, the community—united in troubles
and suffering, ultimately as plaintiffs—gives
voice to Albert Szenci-Molnar's eponymous
psalm; meanwhile, their hands raised in ter-
ror become clenched in prayer. This mass
supplication and complaint gives them
strength. The text is repeated, but the actors
step out of the herd and stand facing the au-
dience seated in silence. Ready now for con-
frontation, the group interprets these two
twentieth-century texts as a “warlike stance.”
In chorus, the actors recite excerpts from
Ferenc Juhasz's The Prodigal Nation [subtitled
Chronicle of an Unknown Wandering Poet],
while “they step out, advancing forward to-
gether [...], singing the refrain of ‘We Shall
Overcome’ and clapping the rhythm as they
advance toward the audience. [Yet, at a cer-
tain point,] the actors freeze, their faith in vic-
tory broken.”*° As a result, the production’s fi-
nal assembly is broken down into a tableau of
individual bodies that nonetheless vocalise in

jatékai, rendezései, ed. by TORMA Maria and
FERKE Gyorgy, n.p. (Budapest: Felsdmagyar-



m GABRIELLA KISS

unison. The kinetic elements of this statuary
group, dressed in white and black, exit
through the auditorium while repeating in
monotone a surmised or actual, imagined or
experienced result of violence: “its flattened
skull on the side of the walk...” (See Footnote

42).
Acting

It is no accident that Tibor Debreczeni only
spoke of “the actors’ artistic task of perfor-
mance” in the case of a “mimetic” acting style
with an expressive-illustrative function, as
opposed to the “oratory style,” which is de-
cidedly expressive in function.”* Moreover, in
this case, the inner life of the "role" is not ex-
pressed in the linguistic manifestations of a
fictive (e.g., dramatic) figure. “They must not
only portray characters, but transcending
that, they must handle the performance tasks
at the podium. That is, they must own the di-
rect gesture of turning toward the audi-
ence.”>® Within the lyric oratorio, the “indi-
cating acting” typical of this playing style
does not (re)present a human being; instead,
it creates a dramatic persona, which could not
exist outside the production.®® From this
standpoint, the actor’s body is endowed with
such “characterisation” that it “not only con-
veys intellect, thoughts, and emotions, but it
also provides a glimpse into the character of
the written figure; i.e., the carrier of that in-
tellect, those thoughts and emotions.”** That
is, it presents a textualised subject (be it King
Janos or Balint Torok) in the form of a spoken
text document, source, letter, autobiog-
raphy, etc., so the spectator may focus on the

orszag Konyvkiadd, 1994). Accessed 20 April
2025. https://hiaszt.hu/wp-content/up-
loads/2024/02/PERLO-ENEK_konyv-1-1.pdf
>* DEBRECZENI and RENCz, A pddiumi szin-
jatéktipusok..., 18., 34—41.

>? Ibid., 35.

>3 Cf. JAKFALVI Magdolna, Alak — figura — per-
szondzs (Budapest: OSZMI, 2001), 95—121.

status of the figure and the status of the cho-
rus in relation to it.

Impact and posterity

In the case of the lyric oratorio, we can only
discuss its influence in terms of symbiotic ar-
tistic developments. (i) Thanks to the oral his-
tory interviews of the HIASZT [literally, Miss-
ing Theatre History] research, it is a demon-
strable fact>> that choral poetry as a form of
performance popularised neglected works by
certain poets (e.g., Ferenc Juhasz or Sandor
Weodres) where the texts are not spoken by a
being that possesses an identity or a central
self. Hence, the positioning of these poems
and the appearance of the lyrical subject at
the podium played a role in the canonisation
of later Hungarian authors of lyric work. (ii)
The “shaking up” of the previously “static” lit-
erary stage, through oratorical or purely ac-
tive means, adapted poetry and prose recital
into large choral numbers, thus elucidating
how principles of performance and drama-
turgy define the words’ textuality, and how
the parameters of metaphorical direction (cf.
Hans-Thies Lehmann) shape theatricality.*®
(iii) Also, the lyric oratorio has had a definite
influence on festivals of student and youth
acting with an immeasurable effect upon tra-
ditional holiday programs at primary and sec-
ondary schools; which are not only designed
to teach literature, but by virtue of their per-
formative framework, allow viewers to partic-
ipate in the commemoration of historical
events (Hungarian uprisings or, under the for-
mer regime, Soviet occupation, and the

>* DEBRECZENI and RENCZ, A pédiumi szinjaték-
tipusok..., 32.

>> For the interviews conducted with Csaba
Cserna, Laszld Lévai, and Maria Torma, see
https://hiaszt.hu/vari-irodalmi-szinpad/, ac-
cessed 6 July 2025.

5 Hans-Thies LEHMANN, “Azel8adas: ele-
mzésének problémai”, translated by Kiss Ga-
briella. Theatron 2, No. 1. (1999): 46—60.
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October Revolution).”” In this sense as well, it
served as a catalyst for the SZESZ [University
Stage of Szeged] production of Day of Petdfi,
considered “a play with an associative and
event-centred plot” by Tibor Debreczeni
(who created at the Castle District’s Literary
Stage [Vari Irodalmi Szinpad] a “passion and
mystery play” based on the poet and revolu-
tionary Sandor Petéfi, entitled The Chosen
One). In his description, he specifically high-
lights that “the acting style of the work, made
up of Petdfi’s journal, poems, and contempo-
rary documents, [...] is typified by the com-
bined use of expression and illustration-ex-
pression; with expression referring to the or-
atorio and illustration to the podium act-
ing.”® That is, with a modicum of exaggera-
tion, it could be considered documentary the-
atre.”® (iv) Last but not least, the develop-
ment of lyric oratory in terms of acting-style
theory and drama pedagogy methodology
has initiated an interdisciplinary dialogue
among scholars of literature, theatre, and ed-
ucation; whereas, previously, these disci-
plines had been occupied with justifying their
own autonomy and independence.®
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Acting Presence as an Avant-Garde Experiment in Selected
Performances of the Szentkiralyi Theatre Workshop

ROZALIA SZEKELY

Abstract: The article examines selected per-
formances of the Szentkiralyi Theatre Work-
shop through the concepts of acting presence
and stage present time. The analysis focuses
on performances built from real family rela-
tionships, personal biographical material,
and shared presence, involving professional
actors, amateurs, civilians, children, and ani-
mals. The intertwining of theatrical and per-
formative elements, together with frag-
mented dramaturgy and indeterminacy, cre-
ates a mode of spectatorship in which pres-
ence functions as the primary medium of
transmission. Drawing on John Keats’s con-
cept of “negative capability,” as well as theo-
ries of autobiography and autofiction, the
study interprets these performances as open,
non-linear structures that foreground lived
presence over narrative coherence.

In the performances of the Szentkiralyi Theatre
Workshop, acting presence and stage present
time became perceptible within a liminal
space that emerged through the symbiosis of
autobiography, theatre, and performance,
including the presence of the spectator. The
Workshop was founded by Lili Monori and
Miklds Székely B. The permanent creators of
the performances were members of a single
family: in addition to Monori and Székely B.,
their son, Sandor Farkas Horvath, and their
daughter, Rozalia Székely, the author of the

* JAKFALVI Magdolna, Avantgard — szinhdz —
politika (Budapest: Balassi Kiadd, 2006), 49.
>N.N., “Blattner Géza", Magyar Eletrajzi Lex-
ikon, accessed September 29, 2025,
https://www.arcanum.com/hu/online-

present study, also participated. Civil perfor-
mers (Erné Tihanyi, Lajos Greff, Béla Ujlaki)
and the family’s domestic animals played an
important role in the creative process, and on
several occasions, friends also joined the
work (Gyula Francia, Natasa Stork, and
Andras Antal). Between 1990 and 2004, the
creators presented their performances in a
basement system on Szentkiralyi Street;
between 2004 and 2014, the performances
took place at the Kultiplex, the MU Theatre,
in private apartments, and in classrooms of
the DOVER Language School.

Contexts of Presence

The theatrical avant-garde can be ap-
proached from multiple perspectives: spirit
and ethos, historical context, stylistic fea-
tures, methodologies of experimentation,
the role of the spectator, mechanisms of
impact, and the often restrained receptivity
of both audiences and the professional field.
The Dadaist formal experiments of the Zold
Szamar (Green Donkey)Theatre in 1925
resulted in only two performances.” In the
same year, Géza Blattner left the country and
later founded a successful experimental
puppet theatre in Paris.® Under the Soviet
system, neo-avant-garde art found its space
primarily underground, organising itself as a
counterculture.® Following Grotowski, the

kiadvanyok/Lexikonok-maqgyar-eletrajzi-lex-
ikon-7428D/b-74700/blattner-geza-74C41/.

3 SCHULLER Gabriella, *"MU/EMLEK/MU. Ha-
lasz Péter: MU emlék (Hatalom Pénz Hirnév
Szépség Szeretet), Kamra, 1994", Theatron
13, No. 1. (2014): 33—36.
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Universitas Ensemble pursued experimentsin
physical theatre; however, two members who
later separated from the group, Péter Halasz
and Tamas Fodor, came to represent marked-
ly different directions*: Fodor developed a
politically engaged partisan theatre through
the method of création collective, which
gradually became integrated into Hungarian
theatrical culture, while Halasz's company,
which pushed the boundaries of intimacy,
was forced into emigration due to its mode of
existence.

The happenings of the 1960s and 1970s, as
well as the events of the Balatonboglar Chapel
Studio, operated at the boundary between
visual art and theatre.> These are most often
classified as part of neo-avant-garde visual
art, in contrast to Haldsz's company, which
articulated its radicalism within theatrical
frameworks.

In examining the avant-garde character of
the Szentkiralyi Theatre Workshop, | do not
approach the question primarily from the
perspective of formal language or historical
classification, but rather through personal
involvement, acting presence, and stage
present time. Within avant-garde theatrical
experimentation, particularly in the neo-avant-
garde context of the 1960s and 1970s, per-
formance emerged as a distinct genre, with
antecedents already present in early avant-
garde actions.® Alongside formal experiment-
tation, emphasis increasingly shifted away
from text and narrativity toward presence,
the human body appearing on stage, and the

““But they set off in a different direction, and
they kept fucking with my life, asking why we
were dealing with politics when we should be
speaking much more harshly, and not on a po-
litical basis.” Szabadsdgszigetek. Fodor Tamds és
a Studio K Szinhdz, ed. by SANDOR L. Istvan
(Budapest: Selinunte, 2007), 225.

> Artpool Art Research Centre, “Kapolnatarla-
tok 1973 — Chronology,” accessed September
28, 2025,
https://artpool.hu/boglar/1973/kronolo-

giaz3.html.

subject. The experience of the human being
present on stage—or, at times, an animal—
became the medium of transmission itself.
This experiential quality of performance did
not disappear over time.

In 2019, during the theatrical roundtable
discussion Haldsz Péter: hol vagy? (Peter
Halasz: where are you?), participants reflect-
ed on Halasz's legacy by considering the pos-
sibilities of personal involvement and inti-
macy, identifying these categories as central
elements of the avant-garde inheritance.
According to Veronika Szabo, what matters is
that “performers do not play roles, or only
partially play roles, but also undertake them-
selves on stage,” while Zsuzsa Berecz em-
phasises that “intimacy is something that
must always be created, because it can very
easily turn into spectacle... Personal involve-
ment has become a dominant tool today; we
build from personal involvement and produce
value through it. What is it that connects us
beyond personal involvement?”” This ques-
tion can also be posedin relationto the Szent-
kiralyi Theatre Workshop. A family performs
genre-indeterminate productions for a narrow
audience, drawing heavily on personal stories
and on the real relational network among the
performers. But what does the spectator
perceive? What is the present time in Szent-
kiralyi performances?

In these productions, performative and
theatrical elements intertwine. Theatrical el-
ements include, for example, the extended
rehearsal process, the elaborated quality of

® JAKFALVI, Avantgdrd..., 9-10.

7'In the discussion moderated by Gabriella
SCHULLER, the participants were Adam FEKETE,
Armin SzABO-SZEKELY, Klara CSERNE, Veroni-
ka SzABO, Zsuzsa BERECZ, Martin BOROSS,
Kristof KELEMEN, and Vilmos VAIDAI. Haldsz
Péter: hol vagy?, Szinhdz.net, July 28, 2019,
accessed September 28, 2025,

https://szinhaz.net/2019/07/28/halasz-peter-

hol-vagy/.
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acting presence, and the maintenance of a
repertoire. Performative elements, by contrast,
include personal involvement, the quality of
presence, non-linear dramaturgy, improvisa-
tional components, and singularity. When
seeking to distinguish between performance
and theatre, in the case of Szentkiralyi, | draw
on the observation of Magdolna Jakfalvi,
according to whom theatre produces a form
of virtual doubling: two bodies are present—
the performer and the spectator—while a
virtual mode of existence isimposed upon the
performer’s body.? When this virtual doubling
does not occur, we speak of performance. In
Szentkiralyi productions, virtual doubling was
only partially realised, in the form of role
fragments. The personal self became inter-
twined with these fragments.

The Scope of Personal Space

At the centre of the work stood Lili Monori’s
artistic personality and the stories of her life,
around which the family also organised
itself—simultaneously as lived reality and as
the group of individuals appearing in the
theatrical performances. Autobiographical
elements permeated the structure of the
productions, yet they generally did not appear
in an explicit form. They were inter-woven
with literary elements and with thematic
materials that differed from lived personal
experience. Political and social reflections—
also important layers of the performances—
were present, but only secondarily. At times,
real documents were incorporated as well.
For example, in the 1996 performance Matiné,

& JAKFALVI Magdolna, ,A nézés 6rome”, in
Atvildgitds. A magyar szinhdz eurdpai kontex-
tusban, ed. by IMRE Zoltdn (Budapest: Aron
Kiado, 2005), 99.

9 Szentkiralyi Theatre Workshop: Matiné
(Matinee), directed by Lili MoNORI and Miklds
SZEKELY B., Budapest: Szentkiralyi utca g,
basement, 1996.

* Szentkiralyi Theatre Workshop: A levél (The
Letter), directed by Lili MoNORI and Miklds

a letter written by Lidia Szujo, Monori's
mother, was read aloud.® In 2001, in the
performance A levél (The Letter), which the-
matised a screenplay, an aborted film pro-
duction, and the memory of a former hus-
band, excerpts from the screenplay were used
—not for the purpose of adaptation, but as
acts of recollection.*

In the first performance, Mdtét (Surgery),
premiered in 1990, scenes built on strongly
symbolic gestures thematised phases of
human-animal transformation and transfor-
mations of human relationships through images
of courtship, wedding, and consummation.™
In later productions, the use of dramatic texts
became intertwined with performative ele-
ments and with multimedia: sound effects,
visual components, projections, and even
solutions in which one performer (Lili Monori)
participated in the performance via Skype.*
Certain decisive life events in Monori’s life
played a role both in the emergence of
Szentkiralyi and in the themes of the perfor-
mances, scenes, and motifs. The fatal train
accident of Lidia Szujo in 1974 was recalled in
Matiné (Matinee). A one-day shoot of Dezsé
Magyar’s unrealised film A levél became a
source of inspiration for three performances.
The figure of Albert Monori, Monori’s father,
served as a source for many of the male
characters represented or evoked across the
performances. Her relationship with Gabor
Body, their joint work, the performance
Cselédek (The Maids) by Jean Genet, and her
experiences at the Academy of Theatre and
Film Arts—especially when contrasted with
the period focused on poetry recitation—were

SZEKELY B., Budapest: Szentkiralyi utca g,
basement, 2001.

* Szentkiralyi Theatre Workshop: Mdtét (Sur-
gery), directed by Lili MoNORI and Miklds
SZEKELY B., Budapest: Szentkiralyi utca g,
basement, 1990.

** Szentkiralyi Theatre Workshop: Egy szivvel
két hazaban (In Two Homelands with One
Heart), directed by Monori Lili. 1122 Buda-
pest, Maros utca 11, private flat, 2010.
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all decisive factors in shaping Szentkiralyi’s
mode of operation and working methodol-
ogy.

Alongside these foundational narratives,
lived reality was also palpable in the shared
presence of the family within the perfor-
mances, as a layer that was at once conscious
and unconscious in the staging. Although the
existence of Szentkirdlyi and its perfor-
mances was grounded in autobiographical
events and in real relational experiences
among the creators, these materials were
transformed into a play of identity through
postdramatic dramaturgy, non-causal se-
quences of events, and role fragments.* This
play affected the spectator’s perception more
strongly than it guided the audience toward
any predetermined interpretive framework.
Personal experiences and stories constituted
important elements of the performances, yet
text, linearity, and causality were no more
central organising principles than the
existence or coherence of a stable stage role.

In the 1990 performance Md{tét (Surgery)
and the 1992 Orlandd, the male figure
appeared simultaneously as actor, as Miklos
Székely B., as father, as partner, as the owner
of a dog, and as a bird-headed creature. In a
similar manner, every performer who ever
appeared in Szentkiralyi—women, children,
civilians, amateurs, professionals, dogs, cats,
ducks, sheep, hens, and roosters—was at
once themselves, then a role, then
themselves again, becoming identical with all
living and non-living entities present within
the space of play. The family spoke partly
about Monori’s life and partly lived their own
lives on stage, yet the scenes fractured the
act of writing life onto the stage: they did not
close into an interpretive framework, but

3 “We stumble in the half-light, our shadow
sways together with the shadows of the per-
formers on the cave-like wall of the base-
ment; it is impossible to know exactly who
they are, just as it is no longer clear who we
ourselves are.” HORVATH, Péter, “Erint8”,
Szinhdzi Elet 1, No. 7, (1990): 11.

evoked fragments of past or present lived
realities.

The unpremeditated nature of the
working method, the use of one’s own life
material, the fragmented dramaturgy of the
performances, and the consistent rejection of
linearity can be related to John Keats's
concept of “negative capability”. This capa-
bility compels both spectator and performer
to coexist with uncertainty and indeter-
minacy. As Keats formulates it: “Negative
Capability, that is, when a man is capable of
being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts,
without any irritable reaching after fact and
reason.”™ Both the scenes and the stage
meanings of the human and animal per-
formers remain continuously ambiguous:
motifs can be identified, yet it is palpable that
the emphasis does not lie on symbolic
meanings. As soon as the spectator might
begin to articulate what they see or perceive,
the narrative shifts.

Although the rehearsal processes were
preceded by research, the formulation of a
specific artistic concept, and at times even
the drafting of a plot outline, the meaning
and structure of the performances were not
precomposed forms, but open frameworks—
attimes modifiable in the course of play itself.
The creators made use of presence and the
immediacy of the situation. Lived reality
unfolding in the present time of the per-
formance was perceptible and constituted a
distinct layer, yet it was minimally contextu-
alised; directorial gestures typically did not
emphasise it.

Despite the mixture of theatrical and
performative elements, the Szentkiralyi per-
formances cannot be considered happenings.
Nevertheless, it is worth introducing into the

* John KEATs, Letters of John Keats to His
Family and Friends, ed. by Sidney CoOLVIN
(London: Macmillan, 1925), quoted passage
on “negative capability,” accessed via Project
Gutenberg,
https://mason.gmu.edu/~rnanian/Keats-
NegativeCapability.html.
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discussion the Kirby—Cage debate surrounding
the happening, as it sheds light on a quality
that also defined the Szentkiralyi working
method and can be connected to Keats's
notion of negative capability. Marvin Carlson
juxtaposes the opposing positions of Kirby
and Cage: Kirby argues that the happening is
organised by the creator’s individual con-
ception and that “traditional theatre provides
the spectator with a comprehensible ‘infor-
mation system’,” whereas Cage warned that
regardless of individual intention, any form of
intentionality ultimately leads back to con-
ventional message transmission. “According
to Cage, the only certain way to avoid this
problem is to replace intention (even
individual intention) with improvisation and
chance”.™ In Szentkiralyi, artistic intention
manifested precisely in the avoidance of
intentionality, though not exclusively in the
form of improvisation and randomness
articulated by Cage. The performances,
created over rehearsal processes lasting
several months—sometimes several years—
did not target the spectator’s inclination
toward interpretation; indeterminacy gov-
erned not only the performances, but also the
presence of the performers themselves.

The first two productions, M{tét (Surgery)
and Mdtét/Analizis/Orlando (Surgery, Analysis,
Orlando), used little or no text; explicit
autobiographical references appeared only
sporadically and were not clearly identify-
able.*® Contemporary reviews expressed inter-
est and acceptance alongside incompre-

* Marvin CARLSON, “A szemiotikai ér-
telmezhetdség és hianya az el6adasban,”
trans. by NyIszTorR Miklds, in A szinpadtdl a
szinpadig. Vdlogatds Marvin Carlson szinhdzi
irasaibdl, ed. by KURDI Mdria and CSIKAI Zsuzsa
(Szeged: AMERICANA eBooks, 2014).

*® Szentkiralyi Theatre Workshop: Mitét/
Analizis/Orlandd (Surgery, Analysis, Orlando),
directed by Miklos SzekeLy B. and Lili MONORI.
Budapest, Szentkiralyi Street 4, basement,
1992.

7 HORVATH, “Erint8”, 11.

hension. “"Our categories are insufficient for
it.” wrote Péter Horvath after Mdtét (Surgery)
in 1990, while Péter Esterhazy formulated
after seeing Orlandd in 1992: “There is no
answer, because we cannot ask a question”.*®
In his writings following the first premiere in
1990, Péter Molnar Gal emphasised the
relationship between the performers as a
defining aspect of the acting: “Two people
stand barely twenty centimetres apart. Yet
the abyss between them is unbridgeable.
They are close to one another, but separated
by an insurmountable distance.”*® Molnar
Gal'stexts repeatedly reveal that, in the present
time of the performance, the personal
relationship between the performers exerted
a stronger effect than autobiographical
reference alone—this relationship being not
merely professional in nature, but a product
of their lived lives.

In the performance A levél (The Letter), it is
stated with regard to Székely B.'s stage
identity that he “plays” Dr. Dezsé Magyar.
This name refers to a real person: Monori’s
former husband and the author of the
screenplay A levél. Based on audience
responses, it can be assumed that spectators
were able to follow—if not from other
sources, then certainly from the programme
booklet—that Dezsé Magyar was a film
director and the screenwriter of A levél, and
that the performance involved an act of
remembrance. However, not all spectators
could have been familiar with the biographical
aspects of the life story involved.?® Until that
*®  ESTERHAZY Péter, “Egy kékharisnya
foljegyzéseibsl — Monori, Székely B.”, Elet és
Irodalom, July 3, 1992, 3.

9, MOLNAR GAL Péter, ,Szentkiralyi utca 4",
Népszabadsdg, March 10, 1990, 9.

***On the 2nd, A levél (The Letter), the prem-
iere of the theatre operating in the basement
at 4 Szentkirdlyi Street, District VIII, was cre-
ated in memory of Dezs6 Magyar’s screen-
play A levél. A remembrance of an old scene
from an unmade film, of a single day of shoot-
ing from 1972. The basic idea was the short
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point, the lives of the performers had
primarily been known to spectators as the
biographies of creative artists, given that
both had already achieved considerable pro-
fessional success. In this context, one may
think, among other things, of Székely B.'s
performance in the title role of the Studio K
production of Woyzeck,** and of Monori’s film
Kilenc hénap (Nine Months)*?, in which she
gave birth on camera to her son, Sandor
Farkas Horvath.

In analysing the spectator—creator rela-
tionship, it is worth turning to the concepts of
autobiography and autofiction derived from
literary theory. Philippe Lejeune defines the
autobiographical pact as a dual contract
based on the identity of author, narrator, and
protagonist, a pact that either exists or does
not exist.”® Presenting Manuel Alberca’s
theory of autofiction, Ddra Faix introduces
the concept of the “ambivalent pact,” which,
according to Alberca, occupies a position
between the autobiographical and the novel-
istic pact, “on no one’s land,” and is based on
the constant, undecidable co-movement of
autobiographical and fictional readings.*

In Szentkiralyi, real life history, reality, and
fiction are interwoven, and the real male-
female relationship between the Monori-
Székely B. pair became perceptible in the
performances, a fact also registered by con-
temporary criticism. Spectators—qgenerally
acquaintances—knew whom they were watch-

story A levél from the Soviet short story col-
lection Kemény szerelem (Hard Love), which
had been published shortly before and then
suddenly placed on the index. The director of
the unrealised film was Dezsé Magyar, the
cinematographer Elemér Ragalyi, the writers
Péter Dobai and Dezsé Magyar, and the lead-
ing actors Lili Monori, Gabor Body, and Gyorgy
Cserhalmi. The creators and performers of the
production were: Lili Monori, Miklos Székely
B., Sandor Farkas Horvath, Gina—now a dog,
Totyi the duck.” Pesti Mdsor, May 10, 2001,

42.

ing: the family members living together
wrote and staged the performances, drawing
on their own life material and stories, appear-
ing together with their own children and
domestic animals. At the same time, the arc
of the performances did not follow classical
dramaturgy; they did not narrate a life story
or an event through linear narration. In his
writings, Péter Molnar Gal repeatedly empha-
sised the present-time quality of the relation-
ship between the two founding members on
stage, recording primarily its atmosphere and
tonal register. In one of his characteristic
descriptions, Molnar Gal writes:

"In their work, dramatic action does not
consist of attractive confrontations: they
present the routine of coexistence, the
bored familiarity with one another’s
deeply guarded secrets. They do not
expend energy even on indignation, let
alone on outbursts. They love one
another to the point of boredom. They
understand one another’s virtues with
hatred. 'I'm going to the post office’ or
‘I'm going to buy milk!"—these every-
day routine actions are of the same
value as scenes in which a husband
gives birth to a horse or a letter recount-
ing a life filled with tragic turns is read
aloud. Nothing happens to them. Every-
thing happens with them.”?*

** Studio K Theatre: Woyzeck, directed by
Tamas FODOR and the ensemble, 1977.

*2 Nine Months, directed by Marta MESZAROS,
1975.

>3 Philippe LEJEUNE, “Az 6néletirdi paktum”,
trans. by VARGA Rdbert, in Onéletirds, élettor-
ténet, napld, ed. by Z. VARGA Zoltan (Buda-
pest: L'Harmattan, 2003), 17—76.

% FaIx Dora, “Az autofikcié Spanyolorszag-
ban”, Filoldgiai Kézlony 66, No. 2 (2020): 26—
4.

%> Péter Molnar Gal on the performance of A
levél, premiered in 2001. Péter MOLNAR GAL
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With regard to the 2007 performance Argosz
foldje, én hazam (Land of Argos, My Home-
land), Molnar Gal once again confirms the
reality-based quality of acting presence:

“Now the texts of Aeschylus and the
material of the Pasolini murder form
the subject of the performance. On the
literary plane, the inner sediment moves.
A private mythology. A murky prelimi-
nary confession of suffocating memories.
At the lowest level, like lava, personal
passion. A psycho-play analysis of hatred
accumulated within a lasting, exem-
plary marriage.”*®

In the Lejeunean sense, the autobiographical
space—that is, the authorial-receptive horizon
in which the stage figures and real life history
are projected onto one another—opens up
most distinctly after the 1996 performance
Matiné (Matinee).”” From that point on, an
increasing number of long interviews were
conducted with the creators, in which they
recounted in detail the personal references of
the performances, including autobiographi-
cal events and the fact that they appeared on
stage as a family, together with their own
children. As Tibor Legat wrote in 1997: “A few
minutes after seven o’clock, the rusty cellar
door of the building at 4 Szentkiralyi Street
opened, and to the sound of the DIVSZ
march, the forty or fifty curious spectators
who had come to see Matiné could march
down the steep staircase. Five years later, Lili
Monori and Miklds Székely B. are presenting
a premiere again. In pioneer uniforms, with
their daughter and a legless duck, Totyi, they

Péter, “A levél”, Népszabadsdg, June 5, 2001,
9.

*® péter MOLNAR GAL, "Monori meg a telefon-
konyv”, Mozgd Vilag 33, No. 7. (2007): 103—
106.

%’ LEJEUNE, Onéletirds..., 17-76.

*% |LEGAT Tibor, “EgyszerGen ez lett a sor-
sunk”, Magyar Narancs, February 13, 1997,
accessed September 28, 2025,
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evoke the 1960s.”*" In the same interview,
Monori states: “"But here everything is about
personal matters; Matiné, for example, was
created in memory of my mother.”??

From this point onward, based on the
published reviews and interviews, spectators
could know that this was a theatre inspired by
the creators’ own lives, and that, as a family
theatre, the living representatives of these
sources of inspiration were present on stage.
It can therefore be assumed that, for the
small stable audience as well as for occasional
spectators, the autobiographical potential of
the performances constituted shared knowl-
edge even when explicit, identifiable auto-
biographical references did not appear clearly
within the textual or motivic structures.

In the 2011 performance Rdékatdnc (Fox
Dance)**, multiple narratives of personal
involvement were interwoven in a manner
characteristic of Szentkiralyi; however, the
decades-long creative constellation was dis-
rupted, and the personal relationships among
the performers shifted to a different level.
The premiere of Rdkatdnc took place in a
classroom of a language school, as the
Workshop had not performed in the
Szentkiralyi Street basement for seven years
by that time. The performers were Natasa
Stork, a professional actress and family friend;
Béla Ujlaki, a resident of Kisoroszi and a
civilian performer; Lili Monori; and Rozilia
Székely, Monori's daughter, who had been
involved in Szentkiralyi productions since
childhood.

The video recording of the performance
was made by Miklds Székely B., who positioned
himself on the threshold of the classroom, at

https://magyarnarancs.hu/film2/eqysze-
ruen_ez_lett_a_sorsunk_monori_lili_es_sze-
kely b_miklos_szinmuveszek-56482.

9 |bid.

3 Szentkiralyi Theatre Workshop: Rdkatdnc
(Fox Dance), directed by Lili MONORI, Buda-
pest: Dover Language Centre, Kirdly Street g,
2011.
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the edge of the playing area, yet in front of
the audience and within their field of vision.
By that time, he was no longer collaborating
with Monori, and they had separated in their
private lives as well. Although he did not
participate in the rehearsal process, and there
was no prior agreement among the creators
regarding how he, as the camera operator—
beyond this task—would take part in the
event, his presence contributed to the
performance’s mechanism of effect. The
production was created in memory of Totyi
the duck, an important animal performer of
the Szentkiralyi basement period; this theme
appeared openly, and the performance was
autobiographical in the sense that it
addressed significant elements of the shared
real-life history of the three people on stage—
Lili Monori, Miklos Székely B., and Rozalia
Székely.

Within the performance, Monori articulates
remembrance in the first person singular. She
delivers the following monologue facing the
audience in a room of approximately fifteen
square meters:

"l thought that about this—about this
building and Szentkiralyi—l would some-
how say something. Something would
come to mind, somehow, and | sub-
mitted a grant application to the
National Cultural Fund. In the mean-
time, every three or four months lamiin
an operating room, so not... afterwards
it takes two months for my brain to
recover. And the other thing is that |
cannotremember. Thatis, memory is as
if it were a copy. Some kind of copy. And
I think that we are what we have lost. So
it will be about Totyi. The memoirs of a
little duck. A legless duckling. It had legs
at first, it even ran, then while running it
lost its leg.”3*

3* Text spoken in the performance Rdkatdnc.
Transcribed from the performance recording.

Monori delivered this monologue turned
toward the audience, while the other per-
formers participated in the outer circle of the
first-person narrative. As far as | recall, such
utterances were hardly rehearsed collective-
ly. Monori knew that this monologue would
be part of the performance and prepared for
it alone.?® In the video recording, one can
observe that at various dramaturgical points
Monori looks into the camera for extended
moments, her gaze marked by sadness. On
the other side of the lens stood Székely B.
Given the small size of the room and Monori’s
central position within the playing area,
neither the direction nor the depth of her
gaze could escape the spectators’ attention.
These human gestures directed toward Székely
B. were improvised, born of the moment;
they were not tested in multiple variations
during rehearsals. The staging therefore did
not make a prior decision regarding their use,
but allowed them to occur.

Monori situates Székely B. within the
performance with a single sentence: “And
that is why | asked my colleague, Miklos
Székely B., to record this—what | cannot,
what | cannot.” She then looks into the
camera again, quietly and sorrowfully. Székely
B.'s presence—half outside, half inside—
hovers in the uncertainty and randomness
characteristic of “negative capability.” The
staging does not emphasise this plane; the
focus remains on Monori's solitary act of
remembrance.

The spectators of the performance—Erzsi
Sandor, Eszter Novak, Péter Karpati, Julia
Ungar, Orsolya Koévari, and Lajos Veraszté—
were long-time acquaintances of the family
and of Szentkirdlyi. The interpretability of
personal involvement was therefore tied, in
part, to specific persons. In the video
recording, one can see and hear how, at the
beginning of the event, an image of the iron
cellar door of the Szentkiralyi basement was
passed around on the screen of a prop laptop.

3* The framing of my use of personal memo-
ries is still in progress.
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Someone from the audience identifies it
aloud: “Szentkirdlyi.” The person had been
there; they recognised the entrance from a
small image, and the emotional involvement
was audible in their voice. Another layer of
personal involvement was generated by a
network of motifs rehearsed during the
process. The creators incorporated the thesis
of Sandor Farkas Horvath both verbally and
as an object. In Ujlaki's scene, he referstoit as
his own writing, holding the document in his
hands, its white cover bearing the name
“Sandor Farkas Horvath” in large black letters.
Natasa Stork laughs and says: “That's not
your thesis, it's Sanyika's.” Through the
diminutive and the naming of ownership,
Stork defines herself as personally involved in
the act of remembrance and in her relation-
ship with the family.

At the same time, the mode of communal
identification or desire for community that
appeared in the performances of Ujlaki and
Stork was almost entirely absent from the
arranged or unarranged presence of Miklds
Székely B. and Rozalia Székely. They did not
reflect on their own involvement or on one
another within the shared history. On one
occasion, Rozalia Székely named Székely B.
when a fragment of an earlier performance,
Matiné (Matinee), was projected: “Miklds
Székely B. is my father; he played the bird-
headed creature in Orlandd.” The direction of
Rékatanc (Fox Dance) placed Monori's past
and present relational networks at its centre.
While the inclusion of family members con-
stituted a crucial source of inspiration, they
did not enact their own lives on stage. In her
study published in Theatron, Dorka Porogi
describes the Szentkirdlyi performances as
follows:

“This play is diary-like and confessional:
the performers present their own lives,
their real bodily and emotional relation-

3 Dorka PoRroOGI, “Szinészet, mint 6nalld for-
manyelvi mivészet. A Monori-Székely B.-
jatékrol és a Szentkiralyi MGhely harom el6-

ships, and their connections to the spec-
tators, using them within the frame-
work, world, and language of literary
material, placing them in the space of
the basement for a form of social think-
ing together and for acting associa-
tions. The bodies existing on stage do
not start the play from zero; they know
one another”.

At the same time, Porogi points to a double
absence. On the one hand, from the creators’
side, thereis a lack of a key to interpretability;
on the other hand, contemporary critical
writing does not sufficiently reveal the
associative structures and conceptual foun-
dations of the performances. As she notes:
“Almost every spectator perceives the effect
of strong acting presence, yet the relation-
ships among the elements of the perfor-
mances, the associative structures, and the
theoretical and conceptual bases are not
uncovered by reviews and analyses”.3*

In the case of a dramatic theatre pro-
duction, where actors perform roles written
by a playwright and identified by character
names, it is easier to unravel the internal
relational system of the work. In the case of
Szentkiralyi, however, the difficulty of inter-
pretation may have been caused precisely by
the complexity of genre classification—by the
unique mixture of theatrical and perfor-
mative elements, autobiography, and auto-
fiction. The question then arises of how one
can speak about the personal register of an
artistic work when it unfolds live before the
spectator’s eyes: not as quotation, not in
objectified form, not symbolically, but as bare
reality. Stage life reality was not contextu-
alised by direction; it simply occurred. This
experience thus became a significant register
of the performances’ mechanism of effect,
yet for the spectator it remained only partially
verbalisable.

adasarol,” Theatron 15, No. 2 (2021): 21—41.,

37-
3% Ibid.
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Karoly Tamko Sirato and His Rediscovery
by the Hungarian Neo-Avant-Garde

DANIEL FENYO

Abstract: The continuity between the Hun-
garian historical avant-garde and the neo-
avant-garde in terms of poetical and habitual
similarities is also a conscious labour on tradi-
tion. At the time of the emergence of the neo-
avant-garde, artists of the historical avant-
garde—despite of the adverse circumstances
during Hungarian state socialism, but due to
their international recognition—possessed a
symbolic authority and historical relevance
that could not be ignored by those who pro-
claimed themselves as an artist of the neo-
avant-garde. However, the transformation of
the historical avant-garde into a tradition by
the neo-avant-garde involves processes of
sorting: neo-avant-garde artists selected and
chose particular elements of the historical
avant-garde that seemed relevant to them,
based on their own interests and the sur-
rounding context. Nevertheless, the histori-
cal avant-garde artists were still alive at the
time of the emergence of the neo-avant-
garde, thus they experienced their oeuvre be-
coming tradition. Consequently, they had the
opportunity to intervene in this process through
their statements and reflections. This paper
discusses the example of Karoly Tamko Si-
rato, whose Dimensionist Manifesto was elab-
orated in the 1930s and became a point of ref-
erence for certain circles of the neo-avant-
garde in the 1970s. The peculiarity of this case
is that while his earlier work became more

The paper is a reorganised and reconsidered
version one of my articles. FENY® Daniel, “»Ki
vagtatott még a holnapba igy? — Senkil«: A
torténeti avantgard és a neoavantgard foly-
tonossaganak kérdése Kassak Lajos és Tamkd
Siratd Karoly példajan keresztil”, Helikon 71,
2.52.(2025): 712-742.

valuable, Karoly Tamko Siraté did not con-
sider dimensionism to be directly continuable
during this period; instead, he proposed a dif-
ferent method to revive the tradition of the
historical avant-garde.

The Possibilities of Avant-Garde Continuity

In Hungarian literary discourse, the possibility
of continuity between the historical avant-
garde and the neo-avant-garde has received
less attention than in international neo-avant-
garde studies. For instance, rupture is a fre-
quently used notion to describe the history of
Hungarian avant-garde literature. It suggests
that the continuity of the avant-garde dimin-
ished as a result of the two world wars.* An-
swering the question of continuity was fur-
ther complicated by how state socialism
treated the historical avant-garde. Due to the
cultural policy of state socialism, art that was
endorsed and had a regular presence in mu-
seums and exhibition spaces in Western Eu-
rope and the United States after World War Il
was obstructed and mostly remained hidden
from the broader public in Hungary; for in-
stance, a representative collection of neo-
avant-garde art and theory published in 1981
did not dwell on Hungarian neo-avant-garde
movements.? At the same time, Hungarian
avant-garde practices that emerged in the
late 1960s and 1970s were not admitted by

* KALMAN C. Gyérgy, Elharcok és arcélek: A
korai magyar avantgard koltészet és kanon
(Budapest: Balassi, 2008).

> KREN Katalin and MARX Jézsef, eds., A neo-
avantgarde (Budapest, Gondolat Kiado, 1981).
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contemporaries as a continuation of the his-
torical avant-garde, but rather as derivatives
of international artistic movements, such as
Fluxus, Pop Art, Op art, concrete poetry, and
visual poetry. In the cultural atmosphere of
state socialism, these tendencies were con-
demned as imported Western fashions that
embarrassed and provoked socialist lifestyle
and aesthetic norms; this perception contrib-
uted to the marginalisation of the movement
and forced the Hungarian neo-avant-garde
into the second public sphere.

After the Hungarian regime change in
1989, rupture continued to function as a con-
stitutive term in discussions of avant-garde
continuity. By this time, the growing interest
in neo-avant-garde literature was partially
based on the recognition of the historical
avant-garde, but to a greater extent on the
canonisation of postmodern literature. Con-
sequently, the neo-avant-garde was placed in
a teleological narrative of literary history that
considers it a precursor to postmodern litera-
ture.* Nevertheless, in recent years, research
on the continuity of Hungarian avant-garde
has gained momentum. In alignment with in-
ternational avant-garde studies, Dadaism has
been identified as a link between the histori-
cal avant-garde and the neo-avant-garde
through its subversive, incoherent, and

3 Katalin CSEH-VARGA, The Hungarian Avant-
Garde and Socialism: The Art of the Second
Public Sphere (Bloomsbury Visual Arts, 2023).
* DANEL Monika, Nyelv-karneval: Magyar neo-
avantgdrd alkotdsok poétikdja (Budapest:
Kijarat Kiado, 2016), 90-97.

> KAPPANYOS Andras, “Masodszorra elvész az
els6?: A »klasszikus« avantgard és a neo-
avantgard kozotti kontinuitads kérdéséhez”,
Palécfold 55, No. 3. (2009): 68-74.

® Eva FORGACS, “Revolt and Authority: From
Kassak to Erdély: Dada in the Hungarian
Avan-Garde and Neo-Avant-Garde”, in Can-
nibalizing the Canon: Dada Techniques in East-
Central-Europe, ed. by Oliver A. 1. BOTAR, Irina
M. DENISCHENKO, Gabor DoBO and Merse Pal
SZEREDI, 353—371 (Leiden—-Boston: Brill, 2024).

capricious attitudes, which remain alive in neo-
avant-garde practices.®> Recent studies on
avant-garde continuity have focused on
structural and poetic congeniality, emphasis-
ing parallels and similarities.®

Nevertheless, the avant-garde tradition
could not be conceived merely as an abstract
construct. The well-known debate between
Peter Burger and Hal Foster on the status and
value of the neo-avant-garde offers an exam-
ple of this in a particular way. From Birger’s
perspective, regarding the concept of the
avant-garde as a realisation of modernity, the
neo-avant-garde may indeed appear as a the-
oretical scandal.” From this viewpoint, the
neo-avant-garde represents an inauthentic
repetition of the historical avant-garde that
undermines its subversiveness. As Birger ar-
gued, "Neo-avant-gardiste art is autonomous
art in the full sense of the term, which means
that it negates the avant-gardiste intention of
returning art to the praxis of life”.® Hal Foster
challenged Birger's argument. He argued
that it was precisely the neo-avant-garde that
accomplished the project of the avant-garde,
insofar as it critically reflected on the tension
between the boundaries of everyday life, art,
and institutionalisation.® Thus, Foster re-
versed the relation between the two avant-
gardes: he did not consider the neo-avant-

7 Peter BURGER, Theory of the Avant-Garde,
trans. by Michael SHAW (Minneapolis: Man-
chester University Press — University of Min-
nesota Press, 1984).

8 BURGER, Theory..., 58.

9 “This is to advance three claims: (1) that the
institution of art is grasped as such not with the
historical avant-garde but with the neo-avant-
garde; (2) that the neo-avant-garde at its best
adresses this institution with a creative analyis
az once specific and deconstructive [...]; and (3)
that, rather than cancel the historical avant-
garde, the neo-avant-garde enacts its project
for the first time — a first time that, again, is
theoretically endless.” Hal FOSTER, “What's
Neo about the Neo-Avant-Garde?”, October
70 (1994): 5—32., 20. [emphasis in the original]
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garde to be an unsuccessful imitation, but,
based on the Freudian-Lacanian notion of
deferred action (Nachtrdglichkeit) he concep-
tualised it as a traumatic return capable of re-
vising the internal contradictions that led to
the failure of the historical avant-garde.

Although these positions aim to establish
a widely applicable theoretical framework for
the avant-garde and the neo-avant-garde,
they also raise important questions about
where the two authors derived their assess-
ments from. Birger's critique of the neo-
avant-garde was influenced by the represent-
atives of the historical avant-garde, especially
former Dadaists, whose publications from the
1960s and 1970s targeted the so-called Neo-
Dada.” On the other hand, Foster’s theory
does not project expectations attributed to
the historical avant-garde onto the neo-
avant-garde; rather, he examines the succes-
sion of the former from the perspective of the
latter. These theoretical standpoints were
thus strongly shaped by how the avant-gard-
ist and neo-avant-gardist actors understood
their own historical position and their relation
to each other. All this draws attention to a
possible approach, which examines continu-
ity not through abstract interpretative mod-
els of the avant-garde, but through the can-
onisation and self-canonisation strategies
maintained by both the avant-garde and neo-
avant-garde actors.

The relationship between the historical
avant-garde and the neo-avant-garde in
terms of poetical and habitual similarities is
also a conscious labour on tradition. At the
time of the emergence of the neo-avant-
garde, artists of historical avant-garde, such
as Lajos Kassak, despite the adverse circum-
stances of Hungarian state socialism, but due
to their international recognition, possessed
a symbolic authority and historical relevance

** Hubert VAN DEN BERG, “On the Historio-
graphic Distinction between Historical and
Neo-Avant-Garde”, in Avant-Garde/Neo-Avant-
Garde, ed. by Dietrich SCHUENEMANN, 63-74
(Amsterdam—-New York: Rodopi, 2005), 68.

that could not be ignored by those who pro-
claimed themselves artists of the neo-avant-
garde. However, the transformation of the
historical avant-garde into a tradition by the
neo-avant-garde involves processes of sort-
ing: neo-avant-garde artists selected particu-
lar elements of the historical avant-garde
that seemed relevant to them, based on their
own interests and the surrounding context.
Nevertheless, the historical avant-garde art-
ists were still alive at the time of the emer-
gence of the neo-avant-garde, thus they ex-
perienced their oeuvre becoming tradition.
Consequently, they had the opportunity toin-
tervene in this process through their state-
ments and reflections.

This paper discusses the example of Karoly
Tamkaé Siratd, whose Dimensionist Manifesto
was elaborated in the 1930s, and became a
point of reference for certain circles of the
neo-avant-garde in the 1970s. The peculiarity
of this case is that while his earlier work be-
came more valuable, Karoly Tamkd Sirato did
not consider dimensionism to be directly con-
tinuable during this period, instead, he pro-
posed a different method to revive the tradi-
tion of the historical avant-garde.

Karoly Tamkd Siratd
and the Currentness of Dimensionism

Karoly Tamko Sirato is a distinguished figure
of the Hungarian historical avant-garde, who
is also relevant when speaking on the conti-
nuity with the neo-avant-garde. Especially his
experiments in visual poetry have found reso-
nance in the neo-avant-garde, as Andras Kap-
panyos argued, for example, the so-called neo-
avant-garde anthology entitled Ver(s)zidk
(1982) contains numerous works engaged
with his oeuvre.™ Tamké Siraté did not solely
witness the emergence of the neo-avant-

" KAPPANYOS Andras, “A magyar avantgard
poétikai spektruma — és két késén érkezett
ajanlat”, Hid 83, No. 7. (2019): 74-84., 81.
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garde, but was also able to follow its most ac-
tive period until his death in 1980. All this also
means that, while he witnessed his own work
becoming part of the tradition appropriated
by the neo-avant-garde, he had the oppor-
tunity to accompany this process with sub-
stantive reflections, and to confront the
emerging tradition with his own renewed late
artistic aspirations of the 1970s.

The author is best known for his Dimen-
sionist Manifesto, which he published in 1936
while living in Paris. This manifesto, unlike
any previous avant-garde manifesto, does
not proclaim a distinct aesthetic programme.
Tamko Sirato regarded it as summary of the
theory of art development.*” According to his
concept, the various art forms are continu-
ously enriched by a new dimension; thus, de-
velopment of art can be described by the for-
mula N+1. According to this model, poetry
steps out of the line and enters the plane;
painting moves into the spatial dimension
from the plane; sculpture conquers the fourth
dimension; and at the end of the process
there is the utopian Cosmic Art: "The human
being, rather than regarding the art object
from the exterior, becomes the centre and
five-sensed subject of the artwork, which op-
erates within a closed and completely con-
trolled cosmic space.”®3 At the time of its pub-
lication, the manifesto did not stand out for
its originality. Its main observations and aims
were already circulating within the avant-
garde artistic thought of the period; never-
theless, it successfully synthesised aspira-
tions that had previously run in parallel.* The
project’s later recognition grew through the

** TAMKO SIRATO Karoly, A Dimenzionista man-
ifesztum torténete: A dimenzionizmus (nem-
euklideszi mivészetek) I. albuma (Budapest:
Artpool-Magyar Méhely Kiado, 2010).

3 Karoly TAMKO SIRATO, “The Dimensionist
Manifesto”, trans. by Oliver BOTAR, Artpool
Art Research Centre, accessed: 20.01.2026.,
https://artpool.hu/TamkoSirato/mani-
fest.html.

fact that the signatures of the most prominent
avant-garde artists of the time, including Arp,
Duchamp, Picabia, Picasso, Kandinsky, Miro,
and Moholy-Nagy, came to be attached to
the manifesto.

Tamko Siratod’s tragedy lies in the fact that
before his initiative could develop into a
movement under his leadership—indeed,
only a few days after the manifesto was re-
leased—he was forced to move back to Hun-
gary due to a serious illness. As a conse-
quence of his decades-long medical treat-
ment, the development of World War Il, and
later the rigorous cultural policy of state so-
cialism, his previous French network ceased,
and, with the exception of the 1937/2 special
issue of the Parisian Plastique published de-
spite Tamko Siratd’s absence, dimensionism
was interrupted. Although Tamkd Siraté pro-
duced only a limited number of works that
can be considered dimensionist in the 1930s,
his manifesto remained important to him in
later years as well: he regarded it as his con-
tribution to the international avant-garde
movement, and on his postcards referred to
himself as “the author of the Manifeste Di-
mensioniste."*

However, in the 1960s and 1970s, he deemed
dimensionism primarily as an object of histor-
ical significance rather than as a living artistic
movement. Hence, in an interview he did in
1977, he explained why the influence of di-
mensionism is lacking in his later works: “Di-
mensionism does not concern me today [...]|
would only be interested if | could be in Paris
again. However, at the age of sixty-eight, | have
hardly any possibility of that.”*® Perhaps

* LENGYEL Imre Zsolt, “Prokruszthész vagy
Prométheusz?”, Jelenkor 54, No. 10. (2010):
1099-1103.

> Kéroly Tamko Sirato to Endre Bajomi Lazar,
Budapest, 12nd December 1958 — gth Octo-
ber 1978. Estate of Endre Bajomi Lazar,
MNMKK PIM Manuscript Collection, call
number: V 3509/3

¢ 570MBATHY Balint, “Kérdések Tamkd Siratd
Karolyhoz”, Hid 41, No. 3. (1977): 378—382., 381.
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because of the concurrence of the avant-
garde re-evaluationin the West and the antic-
ipated but unrealised success of dimension-
ism in the 1930s, Tamko Siratd was commis-
sioned by the Hungarian General Publishing
Directorate in 1959 to recollect the history of
the Dimensionist Manifesto.” The monograph
titled A dimenzionizmus I. albuma [First Al-
bum of Dimensionism] was most likely com-
pleted by 1966, but remained unpublished
during Tamko Siratd’s lifetime, appearing
only in 2010.

Despite Tamkd Siratd’s assessment of the
contemporary relevance of dimensionism in
the 1960s and 1970s, neo-avant-garde artists
nevertheless found utilisable and appropriate
elements within it, which were inscribed into
their sense of avant-garde tradition. The fol-
lowing chapters examine three distinct ways
of adopting Tamko Sirato’s works from the
1930s: the first concerns the approach of
Magyar Mdihely in the 1960s, which empha-
sised the Dadaist and Surrealist aspects of his
oeuvre; the second focuses on how other
neo-avant-garde artists reinvented dimen-
sionism in the 1970s; and the third concerns
Tamko Siratd’s self-interpretation and his
proposal for how his dimensionist works
might be applied by the neo-avant-garde in a
proper way with regard to their contempo-
rary relevance.

Kdroly Tamkd Siraté
in the View of Magyar Mdhely

The journal Magyar Mdhely [Atelier Hongrois]
was founded in 1962 by young adult writers
who emigrated to Paris after 1956. It provided
a publishing platform for progressive artists
who had previously been marginalised by the
cultural policy of state socialism and became
one of the few Hungarian periodicals com-
mitted to neo-avant-garde art and literature.

7 TAMKO SIRATO, A Dimenzionista manifesz-
tum..., 106.

In 1963, the editors of the journal—Pal Nagy,
Tibor Papp, and Janos Parancs—together
with Istvan Kormos and Béla Pomogats,
planned a comprehensive anthology titled
Magyar Orpheus [Hungarian Orpheus], con-
taining works by thirty contemporary au-
thors. The project “intended to restore the
true values of Hungarian poetry, which had
been distorted by both the Rakosi and the Ka-
dar regimes”.*® The anthology was never pub-
lished; however, the list compiled by the five
selectors was preserved in Pal Nagy’'s mem-
oirs. Although the finalised list did not include
it, Tibor Papp and Pal Nagy also proposed Ka-
roly Tamko Sirato’s poem Igen [Yes]. Despite
the fact that the editors of Magyar Mihely
were familiar with Tamko Siratd’s dimension-
ist works, and even though this poem uses
unconventional typographical layout, for the
editors the relevance of the poem lay not in
this feature, but rather in its Dadaist, ironic,
and disseminative poetics. The observation is
notable insofar as it suggests that, despite ac-
knowledging the historical significance of
other distinguished dimensionist poems such
as Budapest/Paris (1927), the editors selected
the more conventional /gen as corresponding
to “the true value of Hungarian poetry.” As is
obvious from a review by Tibor Papp of
Tamké Siratd’s poetry collection,™ what the
editors of Magyar Mdhely primarily consid-
ered as an honourable feature of his poetry
was the use of Dadaist and Surrealist lan-
guage characterised by unusual compound
words and unexpected connotations, as well
as the incorporation of vocabulary drawn
from the hard sciences, which contributed to
semantic openness and dissolved the ethos of
“committed poetry” that dominated Hungar-
ian literature under state socialism.

Karoly Tamkd Siratd himself actively
sought contact with neo-avant-garde artists
as well. Around 1962, he reached out to the

¥ NaGy Pal, Journal in-time: El(e)tem 2 (Buda-
pest: Phoenix Kényvek, 2002), 200.

¥ PapPP Tibor, “Szavak hatasfoka”, Magyar
Mdhely 35 (1969): 60-64.
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editors of the Magyar Mdhely,* in whom he
later recognised the new wave of the avant-
garde. This is evidenced by his enthusiastic
letter from 1969 to the journal’s editorial board:

"It is a fact that you are riding at the
forefront of Hungarian intellectual life,
and | have to nail this with great appre-
ciation. And with great joy as well. Be-
cause there is finally progress and mov-
ing forward!! I, who had been waiting
patiently for years, ‘until the time for
miracles comes,’ see this with great en-
thusiasm and exult.”**

In the continuation of the letter, Tamko Si-
ratd recommends to the editors of Magyar
Mdhely his collection of Surrealist poetry
translations, which had been published in the
Hungarian journal Hid [Bridge] in Novi Sad:

*I would like to shift Hungarian litera-
ture a little out of this painful stagna-
tion. That is why | also translated the
peaks of French Surrealist poetry [...] In
this way [published in Novi Sad, not in
Hungary — D. F.] my goal is to get the
translations in front of the Hungarian
readership, which was precisely what
could not be achieved. Because here at
home they don’t know what Surrealism

fe 1122
IS.

Although Tamkaé Sirato published the Dimen-
sionist Manifesto in Hid in 1966, it is crucial
that in 1969 he published translations of
French surrealist poetry, and in his

* Karoly Tamko Sirato to the editors of Mag-
yar Mdhely, Budapest, [1962-63] — 4th No-
vember 1970. Magyar Mdhely's Repository,
MNMKK PIM Manuscript Collection, call
number: V. 6000/718/1 (around 1962-1963).
** Kéroly Tamko Siratd to the editors of Mag-
yar Mdhely, Budapest, [1962-63] — 4th No-
vember 1970. Magyar Mdhely's Repository,
MNMKK PIM Manuscript Collection, call
number: V. 6000/718/8 (21st April 1969).

translator’s note marked Surrealism as the
“most artistically modern” movement of
world literature.?® Thus, Tamkd Siratd was
not concerned with the revival of dimension-
ism; instead, he regarded his role as main-
taining and broadcasting the achievements
of the historical avant-garde for the contem-
porary Hungarian literary and artistic scene.
Such knowledge, as he conceived it, was es-
sential to the renewal of contemporary Hun-
garian literature. In the 1960s, it was precisely
this programme that he found an intellectual
partner in the editorial boards of Magyar
Mdhely and Hid alike.

An Attempt to Revive Dimensionism

The canonisation of Tamko Siratd’s dimen-
sionism can be traced not primarily to Magyar
Mdhely, which later became known for visual
poetry, but rather to the next generation of
Hungarian neo-avant-garde artists, born in
the 1950s, especially Andras PetOcz, Gabor
Toth, and Balint Szombathy. All of them were
engaged in maintaining Karoly Tamké Si-
rato’s dimensionism. The rediscovery of di-
mensionism by the neo-avant-garde artists
may also be understood as a process through
which they identified it as a powerful tool for
dismantling rigid boundaries during the Cold
War.** This statement is pertinent, but the
present study proposes a different approach.
In this context, it is also productive to speak
of a nominalist treatment of tradition—a
mode of canonisation that unsettles established
assumptions about the avant-garde’s genu-
ine drive toward innovation. Hungarian neo-

** Karoly Tamko Sirato to the editors of Mag-
yar Mdhely...

* TAMKO SIRATO Karoly, trans., “A francia
szirrealista lira csUcsai”, Hid 33, No. 1. (1969),
appendix.

*4 Katalin CSEH-VARGA, “The plus one dimen-
sion”, in Anti-Atlas: Critical Area Studies from
the East to the West, ed. by Tim BEASLEY-
MURRAY, Wendy BRACEWELL and Michat Mu-
RAWSKI, 137-145 (London: UCL Press, 2025).
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avant-gardists regarded Karoly Tamko Sirato
as an artist ahead of his time, whose lack of
success was attributed not only to adverse
historical circumstances but also to the fact
that, as a pioneer and a precursor of interme-
dial art, he lacked the technical conditions re-
quired to fully accomplish dimensionism. In
the 1970s, because of the development of
technology, these neo-avant-garde artists
saw dimensionism as something that could
be revived and completed. They did not en-
gage with this project’s utopian traits, how-
ever; instead, they treated it as an interme-
dial theory and retrospectively supplemented
it with further artworks.

An example of the nominalist treatment of
tradition is Gabor Téth's dimensionist album
from 1972.%° In the early 1970s, Téth was a fol-
lower of and informal secretary to Tamko Si-
rat6.”® Téth has a concealed but extensive
oeuvre, including conceptual works, sound
poetry, Fluxus, and mail art; dimensionism
therefore represents only a brief period of his
career.”” Nevertheless, his dimensionist works
display a strong resemblance to Tamko Si-
ratd’s pieces, and any inquirer can hardly per-
ceive them as anything other than an exten-
sion of Tamkd Siratd’s dimensionist art. In his
article A konkrét kéltészet utjail. [The Paths of
Concrete Poetry |.] from 1977, Szombathy de-
scribed Toth's role in exactly the same way:
“The early recognition and objective of di-
mensionism to involve disciplines, linguistics,
and information theory was accomplished in
Gabor Toth's early works, thereby proving
anew the pertinence and viability of the di-

mensionist concept of art”.® Nevertheless,

* TOTH Gébor, “Dimenzionista album ‘72",
Artpool Art Research Center, accessed 20.01.
2026., https://artpool.hu/Poetry/Toth/al-
bumai.html#01.

26 SzoMBATHY Balint, Art Tot(h)al: Téth Gdabor
munkdssagdnak megkézelitése 1968—2003 (Bu-
dapest: Racio Kiado, 2004), 47-49.

7 |bid., 50~72.

28 570MBATHY Balint, “A konkrét koltészet Ut-
jail”, Uj Symposion 146 (1977): appendix, 9.

all this was perceptible only from the per-
spective of the neo-avant-garde.

In the perception of the neo-avant-garde,
the utopian character and the urge for the
new inherent in dimensionism was trans-
formed into intermedial art practices. A com-
parison between Tamkd Siratd’s Budapest/
Paris* and the eighth piece of Gabor Téth’s
dimensionist album is illustrative.>* The for-
mer was created in 1927, the latter in 1972,
there is a forty-five-year difference between
them. Despite the gap, the two works are
strikingly similarin form. In both cases, the di-
rection of reading is guided by arrows that
lead toward keywords; hence, they function
as illustrative diagrams. The significant differ-
ence concerns the object of illustration. Buda-
pest aimed to illustrate the exploitation of
workers in industrialised metropolitan areas.
Tamko Sirato described the work as “present-
ing the social structure of a capitalist metrop-
olis, with the dynamic depiction of proletar-
ian counterforces ready at any moment to
blow up the capitalist ‘superstructure’.”** In
the case of Gabor Toth, this kind of direct po-
litical utopianism is absent; rather, he is con-
cerned primarily with semiotics and commu-
nication theory. In the upper section of his di-
agram stand individual letters, which are
transformed into syllables and words, driven
by arrows. This process depicts how the ele-
ments of conventional vocabulary and thought
are destabilised by the so-called “thought re-
flex”, resulting in unusual Surrealist-Dadaist
word montages.

Andras Petbcz suggests that Tamko Si-
ratd’s dimensionism appeared as a precursor

?% Online: TAMKO SIRATO Karoly, “Paris”,
Artpool Art Research Center, accessed 20.01.
2026., https://artpool.hu/Tam-
koSirato/Paris.html

3 TOTH, “Dimenzionista album...”,
https://artpool.hu/Poetry/Toth/al-
bumai.html#08.

3 TAMKO SIRATO, A Dimenzionista manifesz-
tum..., 26.
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to Hungarian visual poetry of the late 1980s.**
According to him, the value of dimensionism
lies in its heightened attention to visual and
linguistic signs, which is in sharp contrast to
Kassak’s committed art: “Tamko is an exem-
plary artist. | find what is most important and
characteristic in his work is the concentration
on the material and the turning away from so-
cial issues: by that | mean an introspective
workshop practice, which is an essential re-
quirement of experimental art.”33 Neverthe-
less, all this reveals more about the way in
which the search for tradition was pursued at
the time than about the aims of Tamkd Si-
rato’s dimensionism. What neo-avant-garde
artists approached as politically unconcerned
communication and media theory, had, in its
own context of the 1930s, clear political-so-
cial aspects. Tamkd Siraté did not regard di-
mensionism as “introspective workshop prac-
tice”. Derived from constructivist principles,
rather, he conceived that a new form of mass
art could be sustained by dimensionism—art
capable of making information easily accessi-
ble and circulate quickly. While dimensionism
became outdated for Tamkd Siratd under
Hungarian state socialism, for the neo-avant-
garde artists dimensionism became a tool for
resisting the politicised public sphere and was
regarded as a relevant practice consistant
with the international emergence of interme-
dia art and theory.

Memory of Dimensionism
in Karoly Tamkd Siratd’s Late Poetry

The revival of dimensionism within the Hun-
garian neo-avant-garde affected Tamkd Si-
ratd’s late poetry. By the 1970s, Tamko Sirato
had developed a new poetic programme en-
gaged with esoteric, techno-optimistic, futur-
istic-cosmic space myths, which he regarded

3* PETOCZ Andras, “Napjaink vizudlis koltészeti
el6futara: Tamko Siratd Karoly” Tisztatdj 42,
No. 4. (1988): 62-77.

3 |bid., 75—76.

as a continuation of dimensionism.* In the
poems of Kozmogrammok [Cosmograms, 1975]
dimensionism came forth as the recollection
of the historical avant-garde, and also as a
rhetorical figure of the author’s self-mytholo-
gisation. The late poem’s future-oriented ro-
manticism — the celebration of the forthcom-
ing new cosmic world - is also known from
the historical avant-garde.

Tamko Siratd, in his late poetry, remained
within the sphere of conventional poetic forms,
and he was not interested in non-linear visual
writing anymore. This stands in contrast to
neo-avant-garde artists, who found in visual
poetry the potential of ambiguity, openness,
and intermediality. The discrepancy between
the historical avant-garde’s future-oriented
attitude and the neo-avant-garde’s engage-
ment with communication and media theory
is attested in three poems by Karoly Tamkd
Sirato6 published in Uj Symposion, a Hungarian
neo-avant-garde periodical from Novi Sad, in
19797

All three poems follow a similar structure:
they recall Tamko Siratd’s early dimensionist
career and have the ambition to reconcile it
with his late poetry’s futuristic-cosmic man-
ner. For instance, in the poem titled csak egy
[Only One], Tamké Siraté draws an analogy
between the significance of dimensionism
and Dmitri Mendeleev’s periodic table: “there
is only mess / mess [ chaos and / tohuvabohu
/ in the world of avant-garde art / (just as it
was among the atomic masses / before Men-
deleev’s table) // But my Law of Manifesto /
created order/ creates order / sets goals / and
| explains everything!” [“csak zGr van [ z0r /
kaosz és [ tohuvabohu [ az avantgard-md{ve-
szetek vilagaban | (akarcsak az atomsulyok
kozt volt / a Mendelejev tablazat elétt) // De
az én Manifesztum-torvényem |/ rendet te-
remtett / rendet teremt / célokat t0z ki / és /

3% AczEL Géza, Tamké Siraté Kdroly (Buda-
pest: Akadémiai Kiado, 1981), 165.
3> TAMKO SIRATO Karoly, “Poems [csak egy;
rengd téprengd; helyzetkép 70—901”, Uj Sym-
posion 15, No. 168. (1979): 132—134.
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megmagyaraz mindent!”]*®* According to Of the three poems, rengé toprengd [Quaking
Tamko Siratd, humanity’s great future, the Thinking], addressed to Balint Szombathy,
Space Age, can be realised by recent art oc- reflects on the conditions of how the histori-
curring along the course assigned by dimen- cal avant-garde is becoming the tradition of
sionism; therefore, he created the appear- the neo-avantgarde:

ance of continuity between his artistic periods.

“If the limitless run of the avant-garde
has become such an excellent art-principle
and such an excellent culture-trend
WORLD LEADERSHIP
—for France
and if its achievements
by our compatriots fled abroad
with their Hungarian works born on Hungarian soil:
Schoffer, Vasarely, Hajdu, Téth and others...
—that we adopt, admire, propagate and
imitate... —with 10, 20, 30 years of delay
hence become from cheerful world-firsts to sorrowful late-
comers
hereat
quaking quaking thinking
(and ask quietly in private)
Why can’t we allow
to our own compatriots fled back
with their Hungarian works born on Hungarian soil
gallop into
- the vanguard
and from here,
from Budapest Center set up
The avant-garde’s clearer than daylight

purpose:
the bringing forth the new arts of
Space Age
Atomic Age
Aquarius Age
The art-revolution’s
hovering

SYNTHESIS!
My great life-purpose!”

3 Ibid., 132-133.
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“Ha az avantgarde korlatlan futama
oly kitGn6 mlvészet-elv lett

és oly kitGnd kultur-irany
VILAGVEZERSEG

— Franciaorszagnak
és ha eredményeit

kulfoldre szakadt magyar hazankfiainak

magyar foldbdl indult magyar munkait:

Schoffer, Vasarely, Hajdu, Toth és masok...

— atvesszik, megszeretjik, propagaljuk és

utdnozzuk... —10, 20, 30 éves késéssel

ekként vig vilag-elsékbdl fajdalmatos utan-
ballagokka valunk

akkor
rengek

rengek toprengek

(és kérdem négyszemkozt halkan)

mért nem engedhetjik meg

sajat visszaszakadt magyar hazankfiainak

hogy magyar foldbdl indult magyar munkaikkal

elére vagtassanak

ésinnen

— az élre

Budapest-Kozpontbdl szervezzék meg
az avantgarde most mar napnal is vildagosabb

céljat:
az Urkor
Atomkor
Vizontokor

Uj mlvészeteinek létrehivasat
a miUvészet-forradalmak

levegében lebegd
SZINTEZISET!

Az én nagy élet-célomat!”?’

The poem expresses the suspense of how
avant-garde artists may encounter the can-
onisation of avant-garde art by the neo-
avant-garde in the 1970s. It clearly discerns
two groups. On the one hand, there are the
“compatriots who fled abroad”; the world-re-
knowned Hungarian avant-garde artists who,
although once stood at the vanguard of art,
their belated “propagation” and “imitation”
canrender the followers of this tradition mere
“latecomers”. This statement alludes to the

7 TAMKO SIRATO, “rengé téprengé...", 133-134.

fact that by the 1970s the achievements of
the historical avant-garde no longer repre-
sented advancement but had become part of
the past, in accordance with Tamkd Siratd'’s
view. Nevertheless, a second group is intro-
duced: the “compatriots who fled back to Bu-
dapest Center”, who could assume a leading
role in setting up the new revolutionary
avant-garde if given the opportunity. The
identity of this figure is not difficult to discern
from the poem’s final section: the succeeding
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art of the Space Age, Atomic Age, and Aquar-
ius Age is defined as his own “great life pur-
pose”.

Tamké Siratd thus does not designate the
exemplary tradition of the avant-garde solely
through dimensionism. Instead, he suggests
that his late poetry be followed. Although it is
apparently derived from dimensionism, it an-
ticipates a utopian cosmic Space Age. There-
fore, in contrast to the nominalist treatment
of tradition, Tamko Siratd proposes to the
neo-avant-garde artists who seek to align
themselves with his oeuvre, a form of con-
temporary art that surpasses dimensionism,
preserving the utopian and anticipatory char-
acter of the historical avant-garde. The avant-
garde’s relation to history is fundamentally
shaped by the desire to come forth and ex-
ceed the already existing. In this sense, the
notion of following tradition did not primarily
mean the adoption of specific poetic prac-
tices, but rather a commitment to be timely
and current.
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Getting Around Lajos Németh. The Myth of “Ordering
Unicum” in the Art Historical Discourse of the 1990s

BETTINA SIMON

Abstract: In his last book, published in 1992,
Lajos Németh wrote that neo-avant-garde
art posed an unresolved problem for Hungar-
ian art history. In recent years, when evaluat-
ing research on the neo-avant-garde, art his-
torians have recalled the tasks formulated by
Németh as ones that have still not been ac-
complished. Although Lajos Németh assigned
this task to the art historians of the future, his
statement also conveys a critique of the pre-
sent at the time, as well as of the period lead-
ing up to the political transition. In my study,
| compare Lajos Németh'’s opinion with the
criticism articulated by Eva Forgéacs in the
early 1990s on the neo-avant-garde. | argue
that, due to the similarity of their perspec-
tives, the art criticism of the period helps to
concretise Lajos Németh’s general state-
ments about the era. In other words, at-
tempts to circumvent Lajos Németh contrib-
ute to substantiating his inevitability.

Methodological questions concerning the in-
terpretation of Hungarian neo-avant-garde
came to the forefront after the political tran-
sition.” In his posthumously published book,
Lajos Németh described the crisis that neo-
avant-garde art caused for Hungarian art his-
tory. By means of the problem formulation
advanced in Térvény és kétely (Law and Doubt),
following Hans Belting,” Németh connects to

* NEMETH Lajos, Torvény és kétely (Budapest:
Gondolat Kiadd, 1992), 108.

* Hans BELTING, A mivészeti kommentdr mint
a mivészettorténet problémdja [2002], in A
mdivészettirténet vége (Budapest: Atlantisz
Konyvkiado, 2006), 43-48.

3 NEMETH, Torvény és kétely, 14.

the notion of the “death of art history” asso-
ciated with the avant-garde.?> Németh ex-
plored whether the art of the period had ac-
tually undergone, or might have undergone,
changes significant enough to warrant a revi-
sion of interpretative practices. His suspicion
stemmed from the fact that such a phenom-
enon was atypical in the history of art. He
concluded that due to the emergence of con-
ceptual artistic practices, both the concept of
art and art interpretation must be reconsid-
ered in order to prevent art history from be-
coming “merely a descriptive discipline”.* By
this, Németh meant that uncovering histori-
cal documents alone is insufficient for art his-
tory writing to function as a “value-based dis-
cipline”.> Consequently, thinking about the
interpretative possibilities of neo-avant-garde
art also entails representing Lajos Németh's
position.

Reconsidering the concepts of art inter-
pretation and the artwork itself was not an
unexpected theme in Németh’s oeuvre. In the
preface he wrote to Pierre Francastel's Mdvé-
szet és tdrsadalom (Art and Society), a collec-
tion of selected essays originally published in
1965 and translated into Hungarian in 1972,
he already reflected on the relationship be-
tween artwork and society in the context of
interpretation.® In his volumes published in

“Ibid., 213.

> |bid., 17.

® NEMETH Lajos, ,Pierre Francastel munkas-
sagarol”, in Pierre FRANCASTEL, Mdvészet és
tdrsadalom. Vdlogatott tanulmdnyok [1965],
5—23 (Budapest: Gondolat Kiadd, 1972), 5—23.
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the 1970s,” as well as in the 1985 issue of Ars
Hungarica devoted to art interpretation,® he
addressed the same questions that he later
examined in detail in his final book. In Térvény
és kétely (Law and Doubt) he drew the follow-
ing conclusions. 1. Due to the “polysemy” of
artworks, multiple correct readings are possi-
ble.® 2. The meaning of an artwork changes
over time, and these “changes in meaning
also belong to the work”.*® 3. The hermeneu-
tic approach, replacing the positivist outlook
aligned with natural-scientific models, leads
to the increasing significance of the inter-
preter’s role.™

Lajos Németh primarily dealt monograph-
ically with modern artists who preceded or
worked in parallel with the neo-avant-garde,
as neo-avant-garde art was not at the center
of his research. Nevertheless, through com-
mentaries on artworks and speeches deliv-
ered at exhibition openings, he became in-
volved in the life of neo-avant-garde visual
art. His opening speech at the exhibition A
dada Magyarorszagon (The Dada in Hungary),
published in the first issue (1983) of the sa-
mizdat journal Aktudlis Levél—considered a
key platform of neo-avant-garde self-defini-
tion—testifies to this involvement.” Alt-
hough neo-avant-garde art did not occupy a
central place in his analyses, Németh's role is

7 NEMETH Lajos, A mivészet sorsforduldja (Bu-
dapest: Gondolat Kiado, 1970); NEMETH Lajos,
Minerva baglya (Budapest: Magvetd Kiado,
1973).

® NEMETH Lajos, ,A minterpretacio kérdése-
irél”, Ars Hungarica 13, No. 1. (1985): 5—22.

9 NEMETH, Torvény és kétely, 225.

*Ibid., 213.

" lbod., 233.

** NEMETH Lajos, ,Németh Lajos bevezetdje A
dada Magyarorszdgon cimu kiallitas megnyito-
jan (ELTE Esztétika és MGvészettorténet Tan-
szék, 1982. december 15.)", Aktualis Levél 1.
(1983): 12.

3 RADNOTI Sandor, , A harcot, amelyet 8seink
vivtak (Németh Lajos: »Szigetet és ment6-
dvet!« EletUtinterju 1986”, ed. by BEKE LaszIo,

not negligible when examining the discourse.
| consider Lajos Németh important to the re-
ception of the neo-avant-garde, as he pur-
sued substantial interpretative work and,
among his contemporaries, engaged with the
relationship between art history as a disci-
pline and theory in a particularly distin-
guished way.*® According to Sandor Radnoti,
among scholars pursuing academic careers at
the time, Németh was considered “Unikum”
due to his interest in contemporary art, and
he also pointed out that Németh’s role was
unprecedented in that he was recognised
both by official institutions and by progres-
sive artists.™

The "Stolen Moment”
of the Neo-Avant-Garde

In T6rvény és kétely (Law and Doubt), Németh
formulated his critique in general terms when
addressing the challenges posed by contem-
porary art and its interpretation, while simul-
taneously reproaching the critical discourse
of the time. Although he did not mention spe-
cific examples, due to similarities in perspec-
tive, Németh’s opinion appears valid when
compared with the phenomena discussed in
Eva Forgacs's critical writings. In two articles
written about exhibitions held in 1991,™

NEMETH Katalin, PATAKI Gabor, TIMAR Arpad.
MTA Bolcsészettudomanyi Kutatokozpont
MU{vészettorténeti Intézete, MissionArt Galé-
ria, Budapest, 2017.)", MuzeumCafé No. 61.
(2017), accessed: 19.12.2025,.,
https://muzeumcafe.hu/hu/harcot-amelyet-
oseink-vivtak-2/.

* Ibid.

> Hatvanas évek: Uj térekvések a magyar
képzémivészetben:  Kidllitas a Magyar
Nemzeti Galériaban, 1991. marcius 14 — junius
30. Kuratorok: Beke Laszlo, Dévényi Istvan,
Horvath Gyérgy. Hatvanas évek: Uj torek-
vések a magyar képzOmivészetben: Kiallitas
a Magyar Nemzeti Galériaban. Kiallitasi kata-
logus. Szerk. Nagy lldiko. KépzdmUvészeti Ki-
add — Magyar Nemzeti Galéria — Ludwig Mu-
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Forgacs simultaneously summarised the in-
terpretative difficulties surrounding Hungar-
ian neo-avant-garde art.*® One of these exhi-
bitions was the Hungarian National Gallery’s
representative exhibition on the art of the
1960s, whose misquided nature was also ad-
dressed by Péter Gyorgy.” The other exhibi-
tion, organised jointly by the Istvan King Mu-
seum and the Csok Istvan Gallery in Székes-
fehérvar, was the first to present Miklds Er-
dély’s oeuvre to the public.

In the mid-1970s, LaszIé Beke identified a
contradiction in the fact that “the recipient
(interpreter) critic becomes identical with the
artist, the interpretation becomes the art-
work itself.”*® Nevertheless, he played a ma-
jor role in both exhibitions mentioned above,
and his role was criticised for precisely those
issues he himself had regarded as problem-
atic two and a half decades earlier. Another
contradiction was articulated a few years af-
ter the turn of the millennium by Zoltan
Csehy in relation to the death of the avant-
garde: "It is natural nowadays to speak of the
death of the avant-garde, since it has been
suffering from a spectacular decline for two
or three decades, yet internationally signifi-
cant groups continue to embrace its legacy.”®

zeum, Budapest., 1991.; Erdély Miklds (1928—
1986) kidllitdsa. Rendezte Kovacs Péter, Ko-
valovszky Marta, Ladanyi Jozsef, Sasvari Edit.
Csok Istvan Képtar — Istvan Kiraly Muzeum,
Székesfehérvar, 1991. oktdber 26 — decem-
ber 31. Erdély Miklds (1928-1986). Kidllitasi
kataldgus. Az Istvan Kirdly Muzeum Kozle-
ményei, D. sorozat, No. 207, Székesfehérvar,
1991.

*® FORGACS Eva, ,Egy mitosz természetrajza.
Erdély Miklos és a neoavantgard maganya”,
2000 5, No. 10. (1993): 36—40.; FORGACS Eva,
,Matdl kezdve igy volt? Hatvanas Evek. (A
Magyar Nemzeti Galériaban rendezett kial-
litas kataldgusardl)”, BUKSZ 3, No. 2. (1991):
156—160.

7 GYORGY Péter, ,Mostantdl fogva ez lesz a
mult: Hatvanas évek”, Holmi 3, No. 6. (1991):
789-800.
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The question of continuity—both between
the avant-garde and contemporary art, and
between the historical and neo-avant-garde
—further prompts a re-evaluation of avant-
garde art and a reconsideration of the very
definition of art.

Ldtlelet & progndzis (Diagnosis & Progno-
sis), published in 2016, brings together inter-
views conducted with artists and art histori-
ans in 1980 and 1984.° In the preface to the
volume, Doéra Maurer recalls Lajos Németh's
critical view that “artists and their friends”
tend to write their own history, and she also
classifies this book among such forms of
“self-documentation”.”* The conversations
focus on Hungarian art of the 1960s and
1970s, as well as on the future; on what art of
the 1980s might be like. In his review of the
book, J6zsef Mélyi wrote that even nearly two
decades after the turn of the millennium, the
basic concepts related to the art of the 1960s
and 1970s remain unclear, and that this book
should have been published at the time the
interviews were carried out.** From the per-
spective of the present study, Mélyi's obser-
vation based on the interviews is also im-
portant: namely, that multiple concepts of
the avant-garde were in use simultaneously,

*8 BEKE LaszI6, Az alkotd interpretdciotdl az in-
terpretdacio tagaddsdig, in BEKE Laszlo, Md-
leirds és miértelmezés (Budapest: TIT, 1976),
49. Cited in NEMETH, Torvény és kétely, 224.
*9 CSEHY Zoltan, ,»ha egyszer orgazmusom le-
hetne az irodalomtol«”, in Disputak kozott.
Tanulmdnyok, esszék, kritikak a kortars (szlo-
vakiai) magyar irodalomrdl, ed. by H. NAGY Pé-
ter, 187189 (Somorja—Dunaszerdahely: Forum
Kisebbségkutato Intézet-Lilium Aarum Konyv-
kiadd, 2004).

** MAURER Dora, BEKE Laszlo, Ldtlelet &
progndzis. Uj magyar mivészet a hatvanas és
hetvenes években. Beszélgetések és interjuk
(Budapest: Sumus, 2016).

* Ibid., 7-10.

*2 MELYI Jozsef, ,Nem igy volt”, Jelenkor 60,
No. 4. (2017): 512—514., 512.
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and that Lajos Németh and Lasz|6 Beke offer
differing interpretations of the avant-garde.

A similar practice can be observed else-
where as well: evaluations, conclusions, and
questions concerning the processing of the
neo-avant-garde are often articulated in re-
views rather than in the art history publica-
tions themselves. Upon the publication of the
first edition of A neoavantgarde (The Neo-
avant-garde), Miklds Szabolcsi received vehe-
ment reactions due to the omission of the
Hungarian context and the lack of reflection
on this omission.”® In his review of Jozsef
Havasréti's book, Pal Deréky offered a com-
prehensive assessment of the interpretation
of the neo-avant-garde. While he praised
Havasréti for his methodology, he reproached
the entire art-historical discourse for the fact
that partial studies focusing on individual
oeuvres or artist groups are not connected to
one another through a shared interpretative
framework.**
From all this arises the question of whether,
after the “melting” of criticism, its function
was taken over by another genre, such as the
review. One of the early—if not the very first—
examples of criticism formulated within the
genre of the review, yet extending beyond its
generic boundaries and addressing the dis-
course of neo-avant-garde art in a deeper and
more general way, can be found in the articles
written by Eva Forgdcs in the years immedi-
ately preceding her emigration in 1993.

In my view, those writings by Eva Forgécs
that were published in the years following the
political transition are worth treating as a

* Cf. DEreKY Pal, A magyar neoavantgard
irodalom, in DEREKY Pal, MULLNER Andras,
Né/ma? Tanulmanyok a magyar neoavantgdrd
korébdl, 15—38 (Budapest: Racid, 2004), 29.

>4 DEREKY Pal, ,Akik a 20. szdzad masodik fe-
lében Ujra el akartak torolni életvilag és
mUveészet hatarait (Havasréti Jozsef: Alter-
nativ regiszterek)”, Jelenkor 51, No. 4. (2008):
489-492., 490.

*> See FORGACS, ,Egy mitosz...”; FORGACS,
~Matol kezdve...”

coherent whole. Two of her texts are most
closely related: those addressing the 1991
retrospective exhibition of Miklos Erdély’s
oeuvre and the exhibition Hatvanas évek (The
Sixties) held in the same year.* | connect ad-
ditional texts to these. Due to her character-
istic interests in the period, her 1990 essay on
the relationship between literature and visual
art also belongs here.”® Furthermore, her
2004 text on the continuity of the avant-
garde is likewise relevant because of its sub-
ject matter.*” On thematic grounds, | also in-
clude two further writings. In Az ellopott pil-
lanat (The Stolen Moment), Forgacs argues
that the artists of the European School did
not receive, in due time, the reception thatart
requires in order to endure.?® The lack of con-
temporary reception caused a rupture in art-
historical continuity and in the interpretation
of the works. She described a similar process
in her 1990 essay Toredék. Irodalom és képzo-
mdivészet kapcsolatdardl (Fragment: On the In-
terplay between Literature and the Visual Arts),
which addressed the progressive textile art of
the period: while marginality initially facili-
tated the emergence and development of
radical textile artists, it later rendered their
activity impossible.*

Forgacs described similar processes in her
evaluations of the exhibitions of Miklds Er-
dély’s oeuvre and the art of the 1960s. The ex-
pression “stolen moment originally used to
describe the art of the Eurdpai Iskola, is thus
also applicable to neo-avant-garde art. This,
in turn, raises the question of whether the
void created by the neo-avant-garde’s “stolen

26 FORGACS Eva, , Toredék. Irodalom és képzé-
muvészet kapcsolatarol”, Jelenkor 33, No. 1.
(1990): 17—24.

> FORGACS Eva, ,Torténeti jelenség-e az
avantgard?”, Laokodn, No. 3. (2004): 15—23.
*® FORGACS Eva, ,Az ellopott pillanat. Jegyze-
tek az Eurdpai Iskolardl”, Kortdrs 29, No. 7.
(1985): 163—168.

> FORGACS, ,Toredék...”, 22.



moment” can be filled by posterity, as sug-
gested by Lajos Németh.

The "Melting” of the Neo-Avant-Garde

The coherence of Eva Forgécs’s specific ob-
servations and proposals, as well as her views
on the reception of the neo-avant-garde that
have broader applicability, becomes particu-
larly articulate when approached from the
perspective of Lajos Németh’s programme.
In connection with the 1991 exhibition of Mi-
klés Erdély’s work, Forgacs made a decisive
statement regarding the reception of the
neo-avant-garde when she asserted that by
the early 1970s “art criticism had melted
away”.>° She explained this development by
the 1970 defection of Géza Perneczky, who
had been among the most influential art crit-
ics, and those who remained of them—Eva
Korner, Laszlé Beke, Janos Frank, Judit Sza-
badi, and Péter Sinkovits—"forgot their
roles”, “retuned themselves to the wave-
length of the new art”, and, instead of engag-
ing in interpretation, produced “empathetic
texts” in which they expressed “the same
contents” that the artists themselves articu-
lated “in their own forms”.3* In addition to
such empathetic texts, art critics also sup-
ported the latest artistic practices through
their participation in individual actions. Ac-
cording to Forgacs, the phenomenon reflects
the relative weakness and lack of established
tradition in Hungarian art criticism, especially
in comparison with the field of literary criti-
cism.*?

The “melting” of criticism may also be ex-
plained by what Péter Gyorgy articulated in

3° FORGACS, ,Egy mitosz...”, 38.

3 bid.

3 FORGACS, , Toredék...”, 23.; FORGACS, ,,Matdl
kezdve...”, 158.

3 GYORGY Péter, ,A hely szelleme”, BUKSZ
16, No. 4. (2004): 328-335.

3* NEMETH Lajos, ,A kortars mivészet és a
tarstudomanyok kihivasa”, in NEMETH, Tor-
vény és kétely, 86—164.
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his review of the volume presenting the his-
tory and documents of the chapel exhibitions
in Balatonboglar.®® Gyorgy emphasises that
making sources and documents publicly
available is a crucial and necessary step in the
scholarly engagement with the neo-avant-
garde. Moreover, this practice is not only es-
sential from an art-historical perspective but
also contributes to the study of the social his-
tory of the Kadar Regime. Since that time,
art-historical approaches to the period and
region have often prioritised the documen-
tary significance of sources and the investiga-
tion of past events. Lajos Németh referred to
this phenomenon as the challenge posed by
its allied disciplines.* Representing Németh's
position, Gyorgy supplemented these obser-
vations with the remark that the documenta-
tion of sources cannot substitute for interpre-
tation.>® According to Németh, the concep-
tual turnin art opposed the mode of art inter-
pretation upon which art history as a disci-
pline had been founded. Consequently, he ar-
gued in favour of a combined approach to art
history and art theory. In contrast, he ob-
served that theoretical approaches had re-
ceded into the background of art-historical
writing, and that what was lacking was “posi-
tive disturbance,” “"being in doubt,” and “the
act of asking questions”.3°

Lajos Németh himself put the strategy he
advocated into practice when he raised the
question of whether the difficult-to-access
features of new artistic tendencies might also
have appeared earlier, but were relegated to
the background due to the rigor of the concept

3 Cf. HAVASRETI Jozsef, ,Szétes6é dichoto-
miak. Klaniczay Julia — Sasvari Edit Térvény-
telen avantgard cim( konyvérdl”, in HAvAS-
RETI JOzsef, Szétesé dichotomidk. Szinterek és
diskurzusok a magyar neoavantgdrdban (Bu-
dapest—Pécs: Gondolat Kiadé—Artpool-PTE
Kommunikacio- és Média-tudomanyi Tanszék,
2009), 77-95.

3° NEMETH, Torvény és kétely, 10.
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of “autonomous art”.¥ His argumentation
culminated in the conclusion that “in the new
paradigm, the artwork itself must occupy the
central position”.3® For this reason, he at-
tributed central importance to the develop-
ment of a new strategy of art interpretation.
Németh argues that the critic’s responsibility
lies in examining the “contemporary recep-
tion” of artworks, then the “various interpre-
tative proposals based on the receptions of
different periods,” and finally in “confronting
the artwork with the perspectives of the pre-
sent.”?

In an interview published in the catalogue
of the exhibition Hatvanas évek (The Sixties),
held in 1991, Németh stated that “manipula-
tive art criticism” had been dominant in the
1960s.%° He neither defined the term nor pro-
vided examples. Nevertheless, the concrete
referents of this expression may be inferred
from Eva Forgacs's writings. In her articles on
the two exhibitions held in 1991, Forgacs ap-
pears to have outlined the characteristics of
what Németh termed “manipulative art criti-
cism”.

Forgacs's principal objection to the exhibi-
tion catalogue presenting the art of the 1960s
was the absence of artwork analyses and ca-
reer overviews; similarly to Lajos Németh,
she advocated atheoretical approach in order
to prevent the works from being excluded
from the discourse.* She likewise criticised
the Miklds Erdély retrospective exhibition in
Székesfehérvar for its lack of analyses focus-
ing on the artworks themselves.** What par-
ticularly troubled Forgacs was that interpret-
ers “pushed aside the concrete works,” since

¥ 1bid., 107.

#Ibid., 241.

3 bid., 238.

“° BEKE Laszld, ,Beszélgetés Németh Lajossal.
Kérdezd: Beke Laszlo. (1990. oktober 18.)" in
Hatvanas évek. Uj térekvések a magyar
képzémivészetben kidllitds a Magyar Nemzeti
Galéridban (1991. mdrcius 14 — junius 30.), ed.
by BEKE Laszlo, NAGY Ildikd, DEVENYI Istvan
and HORVATH Gyorgy, 67—73 (Budapest: Képzo-

Erdély’s works in fact “provoke the debate
partner”.”* Asin the practice of weekly news-
papers and journals, the catalogue’s inter-
preters, instead of entering into a debate with
the artworks, focused primarily on the con-
texts of their production and on the artist. In
doing so, they expanded the concept of the
artwork “from retouching a picture in pyja-
mas to ordering Unicums”.** Alongside the
previously discussed “reconstructive” strat-
egy—Ilimited to the uncovering and presenta-
tion of facts—the process of “myth-making”
likewise fails to bring interpretation closer to
the artworks themselves.*®

Eva Forgacs writes critically about the role
of Laszlo Beke in both of her articles. In rela-
tion to Miklds Erdély, he becomes ensnared in
the “trap of myth-making,” thereby reinforc-
ing the interpretive framework perpetuated
by the exhibition,*® while his study on the in-
terrelations of the art of the 1960s, he fails to
address what is essential.*’ Forgacs misses
the consideration of the perspective of pos-
terity in Beke's account of the 1960s. She also
notes the absence of an interpretation of
Hungarian art of the 1960s from the perspec-
tive of international movements.*® This as-
pect appears elsewhere as well in the recep-
tion history of the neo-avant-garde, as dis-
cussed earlier.

The Afterlife of the Neo-Avant-Garde

The “questioning art historian” praised by La-
jos Németh is most fully embodied by Eva
Forgacs in her essay Torténeti jelenség-e az
avantgard? (Is the Avant-Gard a Historical

muUvészeti Kiado—Magyar Nemzeti Galéria—
Ludwig MUzeum, 1991), 72.

“ FORGACS Eva, ,Matdl kezdve...”, 158.

2 FORGACS Eva, ,Egy mitosz...”, 36.

“bid., 37.

4 Ibid., 36.

“1bid.

“ Ibid.

%7 |bid., 38.

“® 1bid., 39.



Phenomenon?) In this article, published in
2004, Forgacs reflects on the post-structural-
ist reading she applies in place of artist-cen-
tered interpretations of neo-avant-garde art,
as well as on the interpretative difficulties
specific to Hungarian neo-avant-garde art.
According to Forgacs, Western scholarly liter-
ature may not necessarily be applicable to the
Hungarian neo-avant-garde. The topic was
revisited by scholars two decades later, who
explored it with greater depth and nuance.*
The significance of Forgacs’s proposition is
underscored by the fact that Peter Birger's
controversial Az avantgard elmélete (Theory
of the Avant-Garde), originally published in
1975 and cited by Forgacs in the aforemen-
tioned essay, appeared in Hungarian transla-
tion only in 2010, in a version translated by
Tamas Seregi.>® Further evidence of interest
in the theoretical approaches referenced by
Forgacs is provided by Andras Millner’s 2001
dissertation entitled Neoavantgdrd szévegek
posztstrukturalista olvasatai (Erdély Miklds)
(Post-Structuralist Approaches to Neo-Avant-
Garde Texts [Miklos Erdély]),>* Viktdria Popo-
vics's 2013 research on A kritikai elméletek
mdivészettdrténetirecepcidja (The Reception of
Critical Theories in Art History),>* as well as
Katalin Timar's dissertation on the journal Oc-
tober,>* completed in the same year. The lat-
ter was also mentioned by Forgacs in her arti-
cle due to the impact of French post-structur-
alist concepts on the American critical scene.

3 MULLNER Andras, ,Allapotkommunikaci6 és
montazs. (Erdély Miklds: Tavaszi kivégzés)”,
Apertura, Spring 2023, accessed: 30.01.2026.
https://www.apertura.hu/2023/tavasz/mull-
ner-allapotkommunikacio-es-montazs-
erdely-miklos-tavaszi-kivegzes/.

°° BURGER, Peter, Az avantgdrd elmélete
[1974], translated by SEReGI Tamas (Szeged:
Universitas Kiadd, 2010).

>* MULLNER Andrds, Neoavantgard szévegek
posztstrukturalista olvasatai (Erdély Mikl0s).
Doctoral dissertation (Szeged: Szegedi Tudo-
manyegyetem, 2001).
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Drawing on this groundwork, Eva Forgacs's
2004 essay heralds a new period in the recep-
tion of neo-avant-garde art. In the same year,
the edited volume Né/ma? Tanulmdnyok a
magyar neoavantgdrd kérébdl (Silent? Studies
and perspectives on the Hungarian neo-avant-
garde) was published, bringing together neo-
avant-garde interpretations that had emerged
in the period following the political transition
and were characterised by an interdiscipli-
nary approach drawing on both literary and
art-historical perspectives. What unites these
interpretative approaches is that they emerged
in opposition to earlier practices of “interro-
gating” the neo-avant-garde.>* According to
the editors, “interrogation” refers to the cul-
tural-political environment of the time, and a
shared feature of the essays in the volume is
their break with the earlier mode of analysis,
whose primary method had been the ques-
tioning or interrogation of the artist. How-
ever, giving voice to what was “silent” does
not apply only to the artist, but also to the in-
terpretative position that had remained silent
for decades.

For his thesis on the Socialist Artists’ Group,
Lajos Németh conducted interviews with the
artists and found that it was possible to “con-
front their prewar works with their later views
and with the art that was contemporary at
the time”.> This reflects the theoretical prin-
ciples he subsequently articulated concerning
the role of the interpreter in his posthumously

>2 Popovics Viktoria, A kritikai elméletek m-
vészettorténeti recepcioja, Kallai Erné mdve-
szettorténészi-mukritikusi 6sztondij beszamold,
2013.

>3 TIMAR Katalin, October and Semiotics. Az
October mivészetelméleti folydirat és a szemi-
otika. Doctoral dissertation (Pécs: PTE BTK
Nyelvtudomanyi Doktori Iskola Kommunika-
Cio Program, 2016).

>* DEREKY and MULLNER, Né/ma..., 9.

>> BEKE Laszlo, ,Németh Lajos (1929-1991)”,
in,,Emberek és nem frakkok”. A magyar mivé-
szettorténet-iras nagy alakjai. Tudomdnytér-
téneti esszégydjtemeény, ed. by MARKOJA Csilla,


https://www.apertura.hu/2023/tavasz/mullner-allapotkommunikacio-es-montazs-erdely-miklos-tavaszi-kivegzes/
https://www.apertura.hu/2023/tavasz/mullner-allapotkommunikacio-es-montazs-erdely-miklos-tavaszi-kivegzes/
https://www.apertura.hu/2023/tavasz/mullner-allapotkommunikacio-es-montazs-erdely-miklos-tavaszi-kivegzes/
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published book. In the case of neo-avant-
garde art, however, the use of interviews
functioned differently; a matter discussed in
detail by Eva Forgacs. With regard to the neo-
avant-garde, scholarly interest focused on
what happened, where it happened, and who
carried it out; as a result, the artist and the
artist’s opinion became the primary source.
The issues discussed in this study raise the
need for further research into the use of inter-
views as sources, along the following ques-
tions. Can interviews serve to highlight the
functions of criticism that are otherwise ab-
sent or lacking; as they did, for example, in
Lajos Németh'’s thesis? Do the methodolo-
gies of art criticism and literary criticism nec-
essarily differ; as suggested by Zoltan Csehy?
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476 p.
Introduction

Otakar Zich's bulky volume, the Aesthetics of
the Dramatic Art: Theoretical Dramaturgy was
originally published in 1931, and finally ap-
peared in English translation accompanied by
a meticulous and erudite Introduction and Af-
terword at the end of 2024. At last, as the
complete translation of Zich’'s paradigm-
changing work practically crowns the efforts
of a decade invested in making Zich’s unusual
and vastly inspiring writings accessible to a
wider and international audience.

Now, simply resorting to celebratory cli-
chés, calling Zich’s book a cornerstone of the-
atre theory, a seminal work offering profound
insights into the nature of dramatic art, or
praising Pavel Drabek and Tomas P. Kacer's
meticulous English translation, or even call-
ing David Drozd'’s Introduction a great service
to the international community of theatre
studies, would not exaggerate, yet, would
hardly suffice. Let me explain why the roughly
500-page English edition of the Aesthetics of
the Dramatic Art deserves attention and why
we must appreciate the strategic vision and
tireless work of the Czech theatre scholars
from the 2010s who translated and managed
to gradually integrate Zich's theatre-theoret-
ical oeuvre into the international theatre
studies scene.

What is now regarded as the foundation of
Czech theatre theory, Otakar Zich's Aesthetics

* David DrROzD, “Afterword”, in Otakar ZICH,
Aesthetics of the Dramatic Art: Theaoretical
Dramaturgy (Gen. ed. David DROzD, trans. by

of the Dramatic Art, was published in 1931. Just
a few years earlier, some young ambitious
cosmopolitan scholars founded the Prague
Linguistic Circle and put forward their Theses
to

“elaborate a functional-structural ap-
proach, extend it from a purely linguis-
tic to a broadly aesthetic system of
thought and tackle art as a fact in its
own right. At that point, a renowned
peer academic of the previous genera-
tion publishes a volume entitled Aes-
thetics of the Dramatic Art in excess of
400 pages in length, in which he tackles
many of the issues that have been, met-
aphorically, waiting on their desk.”*

The slight irony of the situation is not lost on
Drozd, the general editor of the English edi-
tion and the author of the Afterword; clearly,
Zich's Aesthetics is apparently his and his
team’s lovechild. What we are reading now by
the Czech aesthetician, logician, folklorist,
composer, and musicologist Otakar Zich
(1879-1934) is much more than an interesting
or even unique theory of dramatic art, or one
of the earliest contributions to the emergent
field of future performance studies. What we
must appreciate here is much more than
Zich's book translated into English. To grasp
the true significance of this volume, let us
look at the efforts of the Czech scholarsin the
past decade.

Pavel DRABEK and Tomas P. KACER, 329—405
(Prague: Karolinum Press, 2024), 380. [Em-
phasis mine — G. R.]
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Introducing Zich’s oeuvre
to the Global Discourse

The first English translation of a text by Zich
that | am aware of was published a decade
ago, when an entire issue of Theatralia
(2015/2) was dedicated to puppetry. Co-edi-
tor Pavel Drabek translated Zich’s 1923 essay,
“Puppet Theatre”, and appears to have been
(one of) the driving force(s) behind the
Czechs' over-a-decade-long Zich-project. In
“Puppet Theatre,” Zich employs a phenome-
nological approach to illuminate the complex
artistic and mental processes of stylisation
and abstraction that take place as we watch
puppetry. In the first decades of the twenti-
eth century, several theatre practitioners in
Europe, among them Craig, Reinhardt, Zich,
and Hevesi, were searching for new, non-re-
alist ways of dramatic, unified visual expres-
sion, experimenting in the fields of acting,
puppetry, and scenography. Craig’s way was
to passionately present puppets in letters to
Hevesi or in papers like “The Actor and the
Ubermarionette” (1907) published in the
Mask. Hevesi provoked Craig’s ideas; “"Halten
Sie die Marionetten fir natirlich?” he fa-
mously asked Craig in a 1909 letter,” ponder-
ing about the realness of the puppet. In a dec-
ade’s time, Zich came up with the fully
rounded concept of the (dual) aesthetic per-
ception of lifeless objects that represent hu-
mans, i.e., puppetry. It is in this 1923 essay
that Zich calls puppetry a medium,® and at

* Gyorgy SZEKELY, ed., The Correspondence of
Edward Gordon Craig and Sandor Hevesi
(1908-1933) (Budapest: OSZMI, 1991), 169.

3 Otakar ZicH, “Puppet Theatre” [1923), trans.
by Pavel DRABEK, Theatralia 18, No. 2. (2015):
505-513., 512.

* It emerged as part of a 2011—2015 research
project titled ,Czech Structuralist Thought on
Theatre” (grant no. GA409/11/1082) at Masa-
ryk University, Brno.

> Otakar ZicH, “Principles of Theoretical
Dramaturgy”, transl. by Pavel DRABEK. In The-
atre Theory Reader: Prague School Writings,

once recognises a demand for a particular
puppet dramaturgy and scenography that
the medium requires. In the last part of the
paper, he considers the suitability of available
dramas for the stylised or non-realist/non-
naturalist stage. Drabek’s English translation
in 2015* illuminated Zich’s original analytical
potential and at once began to situate Zich’s
works beyond the Czech context within the
European intellectual milieu of the 1920s and
19305.

The next step in the process of integrating
Zich was—wisely, not Zich's opus magnum,
but—the publication of the Theatre Theory
Reader: Prague School Writings (2016), edited
by David Drozd, who also served as the gen-
eral editor of Zich’s Aesthetics in English. To
produce the 2016 Theatre Theory Reader,
Drozd collaborated with Drabek, Kacer, and
Sparling; almost the same team with which
he would later work on the Aesthetics.

The Reader provides thirty-eight key texts
related to what is now known as theatre se-
miotics from the 1930s and early 1940s, the
most active period of the Prague Linguistic
Circle, and includes Zich's Principles of Theo-
retical Dramaturgy.’ This essay was accompa-
nied by an explanatory and contextualizing
section, "The Prague School Theatre Theory
and Otakar Zich”,® in the Afterword. By fore-
grounding theatre theory, a field often un-
derrepresented or entirely absent from other
publications’ about of the Prague School, the
Reader stood as proof of the richness and

ed. by David DROzD, Tomas KACER and Don
SPARLIN, 34—58 (Prague: Karolinum Press, 2016).
® Pavel DRABEK, with Martin BERNATEK, An-
drea JOCHMANOVA and Eva SLAISOVA, “The
Prague School Theatre Theory and Otakar
Zich”, in David DROzD, Tomas KACER and Don
SPARLING (eds.), Theatre Theory Reader: Pra-
gue School Writings, ed. by David DROzD,
Tomas KACER and Don SPARLIN, 616—620 (Pra-
gue: Karolinum Press, 2016).

’E.g. F. W. Galan’s monograph, Historic Struc-
tures, The Prague School Project: 1928—46
(1984, 2014), Peter Steiner’s essay collection,
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intellectual momentum of Prague theatre
studies. Published at the time when theatre
and performance studies were in full bloom
(Erika Fischer Lichte’s Routledge Introduction
to Theatre and Performance Studies came out
in 2014, Katalin Trencsényi’s Dramaturgy in the
Making in 2015, and Christopher Balme's Cam-
bridge Introduction to Theatre Studies in 2015, to
mention a few from those addressed to stu-
dents and a wider, general audience), the Thea-
tre Theory Reader helped renew scholarly in-
terestin the Prague School. As Marvin Carson
remarked, it provided “contemporary theatre
scholars with a clearer idea of where they
have come from and an inspiration for where
they may be going.”® Erika Fischer-Lichte
likewise praised the Theatre Theory Reader®,
particularly noting its structure—grouping
the essays by theme rather than by author—
and the inclusion of an extensive Afterword.
This arrangement offers contemporary read-
ers an insight into the thematic dialogues
within the Prague School and allows the writ-
ings to speak in their own voice. The After-
word provided additional context without
overshadowing or pre-digesting the essays
themselves—a structure that Drozd would
later continue when editing the Aesthetics.

The English edition

The Reader’s organizing principle works well
with Zich’s Aesthetics, too, and deserves par-
ticular commendation: Zich’s highly complex
work is framed by substantial contemporary
research by a roughly 4o0-page Introduction
and a roughly 70-page Afterword. Both are in-
dispensable, as even a brief reading of Zich's
text willimmediately demonstrate. The Intro-
duction by David Drozd, with Pavel Drabek
and Josh Overton, serves as a carefully con-
structed guidebook, preparing readers for a
demanding but rewarding ascent toward

The Prague School. Selected Writings 1929—46
(1982, 2012)

8 Marvin CARSON's recommendation on the
distributor's webpage of The Reader.

unprecedented conceptual heights. It initi-
ates its target audience, including theatre
practitioners and students of theatre studies,
into Zich’s distinctive intellectual world, ei-
ther by clarifying Zich’s unconventional ter-
minology or by highlighting notable land-
marks, such as his polemics on the Wagnerian
Gesamtkunstwerk and his definition of dra-
matic art, which embraces sung and spoken
drama but excludes dance. Drozd, Drabek,
and Overton describe the Czech theorist’s
system as a synchronous, coherent theory,
and they succeed in illuminating the internal
logic of Zich's thought.

In contrast, the Afterword addresses the
scholarly community of performance studies,
offering a meticulous account of the transla-
tion histories of Zich’s chapters and of his re-
ception both in Czechia and abroad. It situ-
ates the author within his immediate intellec-
tual context, tracing his sources and inspira-
tions as well as the subsequent afterlife of his
oeuvre. The back matter features a remarka-
ble annotated Glossary of terms, as asterisks
in the main text guide the reader to the corre-
sponding entries in the Glossary. Here, each
term, also provided in Czech, is defined by
Zich and supplemented by an independent
contemporary explanation. Among these are
such essential notions as theatrical illusion,
stylisation, mimetic and non-mimetic arts,
sung drama, or transbodiment, among oth-
ers.

The structure that was employed in the
Reader and now in the English edition of the
Aesthetics warrants attention for yet another
reason: it actively supports a generously facil-
itated yet critical close reading of Zich's text.
Drozd and Drabek’s team facilitate reading
without pre-digesting Zich’s work, instead
carefully establishing context and opening up
interpretive perspectives. It is undeniable that
without their Introduction we would be some-

9 Erika FISCHER-LICHTE's recommendation on
the distributor’s webpage of The Reader.
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what lost, yet the researchers consistently
keep the spotlight on Zich himself. Without
this self-effacing and collaborative attitude,
the rich treasure that is Zich's theatre-semi-
otic legacy might not have been shared, de-
mocratised, and made as widely accessible as
it is today.

By 2020, the English translation of Zich's
book was already underway, as Drozd and
Kacer reported on its progress in the Archive
section of an English-language issue of The-
atralia, once again devoted to Prague Struc-
turalism, though this time focusing entirely
on Zich. In this issue, several Czech-speaking
scholars were invited to engage with Zich’s
work, not only to showcase the breadth of his
oeuvre but also to demonstrate the multiple
ways in which his distinctive concepts could
be interpreted. The essays in the first part of
the issue illustrated what the translating
team in the Archive section emphasised: that
understanding and interpreting Zich's termi-
nology constitutes a complex undertaking,
not merely because of the dated nature of his
language but because of its intrinsic concep-
tual intricacy. The challenges of translating
Zich were further acknowledged in the issue’s
interview section by Emil Volek and Andrés
Pérez-Simoén, who had by then translated
Zich's chapter The Theatrical lllusion into Eng-
lish. Their reflections corroborated Drozd and
Kacer's observations concerning the linguis-
tic and theoretical complexity of Zich's lan-
guage.

Remarkably, the present editorial team
both honoured and critiqued Kostomlatsky
and Osolsobé, the earlier translators of Zich’s
Aesthetics. In their 2020 Theatralia report,
Drabek and Kacer included facsimiles of
Kostomlatsky’s 1975 typescript with annota-
tions penned by Osolsobé, which they ana-
lysed and compared to their (Drabek and

** Tomas KACER and Svitlana SHURMA, “Edito-
rial”, Theatralia 23, No. 1. (2020) 7-11., 11.

** David DrozD, with Pavel DRABEK and Josh
OVERTON, “Otakar Zich and his Aesthetics of
the Dramatic Art: Introducing a Seminal Work

Kacer's) new translation. This comparison
demonstrated why, in Drabek and Drozd’s
view, producing a complete, new translation,
rather than making a series of minor correc-
tions, was indispensable. Not merely the
translation of “a terminologically crucial part”*°
in Chapter 3, Analytic Theory was at stake, but
the need to establish Zich’s terminology in its
entirety. Given the complexity and the ana-
lytical rigour of Zich's thought, it was essen-
tial to provide a stable and coherent vantage
point for scholars, a unified point of reference
that earlier, isolated translations of individual
chapters could not offer. Zich never intended
his concepts or technical terms to align neatly
with those of other theorists (hence “an al-
most complete absence of references”"); ra-
ther, he constructed his own system. He ex-
pected his readers to linger over his formula-
tions, and discern his meanings through ac-
tive engagement. This complete and termi-
nologically coherent English text now ena-
bles the reader to revisit Zich’s numerous
terms and explore his arguments; an essential
condition for understanding his theory.

Zich’s Aesthetics —
The Book within the Book

As Drozd and his team justifiably note, Zich's
book may be a hard nut to crack, yet it ulti-
mately opens up into a challenging but coher-
ent and richly reasoned universe. Much like
his early essay on puppetry, the Aesthetics ap-
proachesthe dramatic and tributary arts from
a distinctive vantage point, that of the spec-
tator, and, as Drozd and his collaborators ar-
gue, articulates an ahistorical, synchronous
theory. The justifications and findings gained
from translating the essay on puppetry, the
studies in the thematic blocks of Theatralia,**
the 2020 comparative study of earlier trans-

After a Century”, in Otakar ZICH, The Aesthet-
ics of Dramatic Art, 12—46 (Prague: Karolinum
Press, 2024), 15.

2 |ssues 15 (2012), 17 (2014), 19 (2016), 23
(2020).
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lations, and the knowledge and terminology
consolidated in the Reader all directly inform
the Introduction and the Afterword, which
produce an accessible English edition of the
Aesthetics, a book within the book, ensuring
the clarity essential for navigating Zich's intri-
cate theoretical terrain.

It is impossible to briefly summarise the
topics and arguments unfolding in the more
than 4o0-page Aesthetics; even the detailed
List of Contents that Zich provides as a guide
for lay readers cannot for a minute convey the
extraordinary density of each thread of
thought or chapter. It is valuable that Drozd'’s
team chose to preserve the original Contents,
Foreword, and Introduction, and even to re-
produce the original typographical distinc-
tions between the argumentative text printed
in standard type, and the illustrative exam-
ples supporting Zich’s claims, printed in smaller
type. This layout proves advantageous for
multiple reasons: it makes clear that Zich’s
ideas are firmly grounded in concrete evi-
dence, and allows readers either to skip unfa-
miliar examples or, conversely, to immerse
themselves in the abundance of his engaging
small prints. Zich's conceptual thinking is
clearly far from prescriptive; it is descriptive,
inductive, and synthesised from minute ob-
servation, and yet it maintains a remarkable
hold on the reader’s attention.

Zich apparently enjoyed visualizing his
ideas—perhaps he was even sketching them
on the blackboard during his lectures. For in-
stance, when he explains the so-called
“French scenes”*? as the basic units of perfor-
mance, he employs charts to represent dra-
matic relations; he turns to vectors and dia-
grams, an academically rigorous yet highly
unusual method of discussing theatrical per-
formance. Zich's distinctive voice resonates
both in his personal Foreword and in his uni-
versity lectures, which served as the basis of
the book’s chapters. Addressed to the gen-
eral public, the lectures/chapters combine

3 ZICH, Aesthetics..., 171.
* |bid., 84.

mathematical precision with accessible, con-
crete examples, requiring of the reader only
patience (and time) to fully grasp his ideas.
Across the ten chapters of its three parts,
the book systematically addresses virtually
every question that might arise in a discourse
on theatre. With the same systematic logic
that we already saw in Zich’s essay on pup-
petry, the first part, The Concept of Dramatic
Art, defines the key features of the dramatic
work in three chapters. For instance, he clari-
fies why “dance does not belong to the dra-
matic art”**: because it is non-mimetic, and
because dancers “do not represent a per-
sona,”* whilst theatre, or more precisely, dra-
matic art, including spoken and sung drama,
consists of the interaction of dramatic per-
sonas. As per his definition, “dual simultane-
ous perception,”*® being a listener and a spec-
tator at once, is necessary to perceive dra-
matic art; and he thinks dance does not fulfil
this criterion either. Dramatic art, inclusive of
opera, for instance, as well as prose theatre,
implies the personas’ tactile (inter)action and
is directly available to the senses. He calls this
dimension of dramatic art inner tactile per-
ception, and through it refers to both the os-
tensive (distinct, demonstrative) images/
ideas and the bodily sensations that arise in
us while we watch and empathise with the ac-
tor's figure/persona during interaction. In this
constellation, which involves all the senses,
the text serves only as one of the components
of the performance, which itself constitutes
the true work of art. The fact that Zich chal-
lenges the traditional dominance of the dra-
matic text resonates with many contempo-
rary efforts. His rejection of logocentric per-
formances establishes him as remarkably
ahead of his time and uniquely relevant to
contemporary theatre practices. (This view
positions Zich beside Lehmann’s postdra-
matic theory, even closer to Erika Fischer-
Lichte's idea that theatre/performance is an
unrepeatable event, than to Eric Bentley,

5 |bid., 83.
*®|bid., 51.
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whose 1964 concept famously defines thea-
tre as "A impersonates B while C looks on.”)
Zich's performance theory thus acknowl-
edges, respects, integrates, and through the
introduction of the new concept, even focal-
ises theatre’s characteristically non-intellec-
tual but physical-visceral impact on the spec-
tator, an impact that has often been over-
looked in other twentieth and twenty-first-
century theories. As the Introduction remarks,
“this is a gauntlet thrown at the reader’s feet
to pick up the debate of representation crisis
and judge how present-day performative the-
ories and postdramatic aesthetics interact
with Zich’s claims about the specifics of the
dramatic art.” (22)

And finally, the book illustrates Zich's sys-
tematic logic and the incredible depth of his
analysis of the multiple functions of music in
the opera as dramatic art; this time con-
trasted to a brilliant contemporary, a Hungar-
ian librettist, dramatist, theatre and opera di-
rector, Sandor Hevesi, often called the Hun-
garian Reinhardt. In 1919, Hevesi, a great es-
sayist himself, also theorised about the
power and the several layers of musical ex-
pression in opera:

“There are forces in music that only the
stage can bring to life, so music must
contain dramatic possibilities that do
not exist in words and therefore cannot
be expressed in ordinary written dia-
logue. And here lies the source of all the
paradoxes of opera. Music has a dra-
matic potential that makes ordinary hu-
man speech seem poor in comparison.
Ordinary human speech can only con-
vey the drama of human actions, one
after the other. The characters can only
speak one after the other, and only act-
ing and facial expressions add some
simultaneity to this succession by si-
lently expressing the actor's state of

7 Hevesl, Sandor, ,Az opera paradoxonja”
[1913], in Az igazi Shakespeare, 139-147 (Bu-
dapest: Taltos, 1919).

mind while their partner is speaking.
And this is where music has a huge ad-
vantage over words. Music can voice two,
three, four, or practically countless hu-
man souls at once, thus is able to express
dramatic conflict simultaneously.”*’

Hevesi's (indeed pioneering) findings in
the above passage bear resemblance to those
of Zich; however, in Zich's 1931 Aesthetics,
such findings about sung drama, including
opera and melodrama, receive around 70
pages of profound, meticulous, and system-
atic elaboration in Chapter 8, Dramatic Music:
The Composer’s Creative Work (277-349). Zich
begins with the mimetic qualities and the pic-
torial and expressive capacities of music in
painting the situation, the context, or the per-
sona’s soul, mimics, and speech. He then con-
siders the musical potential for expressing a
character’s motives, memories, and desires,
through quotations and leitmotifs. When
treating the vocal expression of a (type of)
persona, he examines multi-vocal (ensemble)
singing and even the national character of de-
clamatory singing. He also discusses the di-
mensions the ensemble, chorus, and orches-
tra can add to sung drama. He argues that the
dramatic composer’s creative work lies not in
setting the text to music, but in setting the
music to situations. He elaborates on plot-
turns, foreshadowing through music, and
such ordinary functions as situational music,
dramatic synthesis, scenic and entr'acte
tasks, and so on. The list could, but should
not, go on, as it stands here only to whet the
reader’s appetite: last, but not least, Zich's
distinct flow—like the editors’ passionate
voice and lingering irony—is a true asset.

Conclusion

As of late 2025, Zich’s oddly spelt name still
does not appear in Britannica and barely
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occupies half a page on Wikipedia—an omis-
sion that leaves future theatre studies stu-
dents ample space to fill. Yet the new acces-
sibility of his major work in English, through
both the translation and the annotation, will
undoubtedly inspire generations of theatre
scholars to come. Zich’s Czech oeuvre and
theoretical insights once served as crucial
points of departure for members of the Pra-
gue Linguistic Circle in the 1920s and 1930s,
and even Keir Elam gave Zich’'s Aesthetics “a
place of almost symbolic significance” in his
1980 The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama, but
because “no one mustered the courage to
translate the book as a whole[...] the book re-
mained unknown and unassessed in its spe-
cifics and its detail.”® A century later, the
availability of Zich’s thought in English—his
inductive methodology, his analytical approach
to spectatorship, and his insistence on thea-
tre as a live, performative event—promises to
invigorate contemporary theatre theory.
Thanks to David Drozd'’s, Pavel Drabek’s, and
their collaborators’ dedicated work over more

*8 ZIcH, Aesthetics..., 386.

than a decade, and at least two large projects
funded by the Czech state, Zich's complex yet
luminous vision of theatre, indeed one of the
foundational treatises of modern theatre the-
ory, can now enter the global discourse as a
living presence rather than a historical foot-
note in a small Central European language. In
this sense, the dream of theatre scholar and
classical philologist Eva Stehlikova (1941-
2019) has finally been realised: that “the ‘fam-
ily silver’ of Czech theatre theory—that is,
Prague School theory and Otakar Zich—should
be made available to the wider world in trans-
lation.” (9) The publication of this “self-stand-
ing integral theory” (15) thus represents not
only a carefully built-up, and long-overdue
act of recognition, positioning Zich beside
other significant European contemporaries
like Craig, Reinhardt, Appia, and Stanislav-
sky, but also a moment of renewal for the An-
glophone reception—one well worth cele-
brating, in Czechia, Central Europe, and far
beyond.
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Dramaturgs on the Barricades
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Philippa KELLY, ed., Diversity, Inclusion and
Representation in Contemporary Theatre.
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| am an Eastern European cis-hetero white male
who works as an actor. | considered this brief
introduction important because the authors
of the studies are representatives of minority
groups or work for the equality of a minority
group. As a member of the majority society, |
actasanactive ally. | support movements and
efforts aimed at dismantling current systems
based on inequality (heteronormativity, patri-
archy, white supremacy). My goal is to build a
more inclusive environment for everyone.

And | work mainly as an actor, therefore |
only have external knowledge of the work of
dramaturgs. However, | find it very inspiring
in my work to read about the experiences of
practising theatre people. As an actor, | strive
to regularly articulate my practical experi-
ences in my work. As an actor-viewer, | strive
to be able to describe the performance or
working method that | see. So in this case, |
read the book from the perspective of theatre
practice.

In this review, | will first briefly introduce the
concept of EDI in relation to the title of the
volume. Then | will systematically describe
the structure of the volume and the brief con-
tent, main ideas, and findings of the case
studies. At the end of the review, | describe
my personal experiences related to reading
this book. | also examine from my own per-
spective, as a practising actor, how the
knowledge accumulated in the volume can be
applied in Hungarian theatre practice.

* This concept was later supplemented in us-
age with the term ,belongings” (EDIB).

Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion

The title of the book is based on a conceptual
framework that has been in use in the US
since 2015. EDI (Equity, Diversity, and Inclu-
sion) as a conceptual framework promotes
the fair treatment and full participation of all
people, especially in the workplace, including
populations who have historically been un-
derrepresented or subject to discrimination
because of their background, identity, disa-
bility, etc.” As we can see, the definition of the
EDI also includes the expression “underrepre-
sented.” Just as the concept of representa-
tion appears in the title of the book. The book
examines this ensemble through the lens of
contemporary dramaturgy. In this review, |
will not attempt to define what contempo-
rary dramaturgy means. As we will see, the
authors of the sixteen studies in this book
have also sought to continually reframe and
define it as an open concept with an ever-ex-
panding range of meanings.

Diversity, Inclusion and Representation

The fact that dramaturgs formulate questions,
insights, and experiences that arise during
their own dramaturgical practice in case stud-
ies is nothing new in the US. As Mark Bly re-
veals to the reader in his study that Diversity,
Inclusion and Representation in Contemporary
Dramaturgy was inspired by Bly’s Production
Notebooks: Theatre in Process, published in
the 1990s, in which eight major dramaturgs in
the US and Canada documented their work
through a diary or casebook before and
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throughout the rehearsal process as they
worked on significant productions.”

Diversity, Inclusion and Representation in
Contemporary Dramaturgy is divided into four
sections: Permission to speak; Taking up Posi-
tions — Playwright/Dramaturg; Who's “at the
table”?; Cultural landscapes, Past, Present and
Future. The organisational principle behind
the division of the studies into four sections is
not entirely clear, nor is the connection be-
tween the studies and the section titles al-
ways obvious. In the Introduction, Philippa
Kelly summarises and interprets the studies
in chronological order. The selection process
for the authors of the studies is unknown. But
the volume’s commitment to diversity is also
reflected in the diversity of the race, gender,
religion, sexual orientation and disability of
the authors, and in the diversity of the dram-
aturgical approaches to the studies. | assume
that the studies have been written directly for
the volume, but there is no clear indication of
this.

The sixteen authors of the volume reflect
on their own dramaturgical practice and its
role in the work in progress. They organise
their artistic experiences into conceptual
frameworks so that they can share them as
artistic knowledge in the form of case studies.
In these, the authors express their artistic ex-
periences and knowledge with scientific pre-
cision, but they do so in an easily understand-
able, direct tone and language. This knowl-
edge, in Julian Klein’s words, “is sensual and
physical, ‘embodied knowledge’. The knowl-
edge that artistic research strives for, is a felt

* Mark BLY, The Production Notebooks: Thea-
tre in Process, vols. | and Il (New York: Theatre
Communications Group, 1996).

3 Julian KLEIN, ,What is Artistic Research” in
Gegenworte 23 (Berlin-Brandenburg Acad-
emy of Sciences and Humanities, Berlin,
2010): 25-29. https://doi.org/10.22501/jar-
net.00o04

* The Facing Our Truth: Ten-Minute Plays on
Trayvon, Race and Privilege was staged by
Scott Horstein in 2015 at the Sonoma State

knowledge.”® And although this “felt knowl-
edge” is personal, as theatre creators we can
recognise similarities in it through the stud-
ies. Most of the studies are related to specific
rehearsal processes or workshops. An excep-
tion to this is Annalisa Dias’s study, which
suggests strategies on how to disentangle
the term EDI (Equity, Diversity, Inclusion)
from white supremacy, doing this through a
scholarly register. Mark Bly’s and Philippa
Kelly’s also differ from the other studies in
that they take a more comprehensive ap-
proach to contemporary dramaturgy through
various analogies.

In the first section, Permission to speak,
two studies deal with the role of theatre in ed-
ucation. Awela Makera in her study, “The
dramaturgy of the classroom”, through her
own dramaturgical practice offers opportuni-
ties to teach drama and theatre-making to
students who are historically underserved
and who have never seen professional thea-
tre.

In “Dramaturgy as prophecy”, Scott Hor-
stein describes one form of community
trauma processing implemented in educa-
tional practice through theatre. Understand-
ing Horstein’s study without knowledge of
the crime, which was the subject of the per-
formance they gave, is not easy.*

In Faedra Chatard Carpenter’s study “"De-
constructing our perspectives on casting”,
which is much more of an inter-article, Car-
penter and Hana S. Sharif, who worked to-
gether on Pride and Prejudice, introduced us
to a situation of “confused cultural approp-

student campus. The performance is based
on areal crime. George Zimmerman became
suspicious of Trayvon Martin, a 17-year-old
African-American, in Sanford, Florida, on Feb-
ruary 26, 2012 and called police. Martin then
attacked Zimmerman and Zimmerman shot
him with a pistol he was licensed to carry.Ina
widely reported trial, Zimmerman was
charged with second-degree murder for Mar-
tin’s death. He was later acquitted by a jury
after saying he acted in self defense.
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riation”. During a meeting with one of the do-
nors, Sharif was confronted with a remark
that essentially conveyed the message:
“Stage what you know. Authentic Austin is
not your history”. All this happened because
Sharif wanted to stage the play in an authen-
tic setting with only white actors.

In the second section, Taking up positions —
playwright/dramaturg two studies deal with
the physical sensations and kinaesthetic ex-
periences. In “"The dramaturgy of Black cul-
ture”, Martine Kei Green-Rogers examines
the necessity and possibilities of breaking
with traditional expectations of Black culture.
Green-Rogers and the director Robert OJ Par-
son found a way to express the joy of the
Black community through authentic songs
and dances. It responds to the phenomenon
that in one theatre season there are two per-
formances in which Black men are killed (on-
stage or not) as part of the historical legacy.

“"Embodied dramaturgy”, written by lzumi
Ashizawa with Ajuawak Kapashesit, offers an
unconventional dramaturgical practice. In her
study, Ashizawa proposes a creative method
that she herself has experienced, “embodied
dramaturgy,” premised on the idea that the
dramaturg’s role is not limited to intellectual
activity; rather, they also function as a physi-
cal dramaturg within the creative process.

In “The name (isn't a) game” Finn Lefevre,
as a genderqueer person, shares how given
names limit us and mark boundaries that
seem impenetrable. As Lefevre describes,
various theatre workshops, classes, or train-
ing sessions often begin with name games.
They created their own practice based on the
experiences of these games. Lefevre created
a workshop where we can let go of the given
names and have the opportunity to find, em-
brace, and accept our new personally chosen
names.

In “Translation and form” Julie Felise Dubi-
ner does not just explore why she feels that

> Philippa KELLY, ed., Diversity, Inclusion and
Representation in Contemporary Theatre (New
York: Routledge, 2020), 165.
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translation is an act of violence, she also ar-
gues that we have to accept playsin theirown
place without compulsively trying to make
them fit our ownimage. Dubiner calls on us to
give up judging a play for what it isn't and to
meet what it is. Let's receive the play in its
own words, images, and unique forms of
communication.

In the third section, Who's "at the table”?,
two studies deal with the accessibility of the-
atre for everyone. In "Crossing the Line”, Jon-
athan Meth introduces an international pro-
ject he constructed, featuring learning-disa-
bled artists in partnership between Moom-
steatern (Malmo, Sweden), Compagnie de
I'Oiseau-Mouche (Roubaix, France), and Mind
The Gap (Bradford, UK).

In the “Depth Perception”, Tim Colling-
wood describes what thoughts and feelings
drove him to write a play about his relation-
ship with his own Asperger’s syndrome, and
how he came to the conclusion that he did not
want a neurotypical actor to shape his charac-
ter. This approach would alienate him further
from the neurotypical standards of normalcy,
and it would not expand “normal” at all.

In “Dramaturging revolution”, Mei Ann
Teo, through the creative process of My Lin-
gerie Play (her collaboration with Diane Oh),
explores the revolutionary tasks of drama-
turgy. At the centre of the dramaturgy of rev-
olution is the understanding and value of in-
terconnectedness. Diane Oh, as Teo describes,
was a “queer Korean American performance
artist/writer/actor/singer-songwriter/thea-
tre-maker”.> In Diane Oh’s works, a more ac-
cepting, non-white-centred, anti-rape culture
played an important role. In Teo’s case study,
we can see examples of how a performance
gives artists and audiences a way to play and
to battle with social shaming and exclusion
that still prevail in far too many places.

In the last section, Cultural landscapes,
past, present, and future the first two studies
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describe the experiences of a rehearsal pro-
cess in which different cultures encounter and
enter into dialogue. In “The stakes of expand-
ing a cultural landscape”, Walter Byongsok
Chon considers how Gao Xingjian’s The Other
Shore was staged for the Yale Cabaret, in a
completely foreign cultural environment. The
Other Shore’s originally scheduled premiere
at the Beijing People’s Art Theatre in 1986
was cancelled, fearing that the theme of the
individual versus the collective might upset
the Communist government and invite offi-
cial sanctions. In 2015 Chon was the drama-
turg of The Other Shore and also one of the
performers of the play. As both an external
and internal creator, he describes how a form
of storytelling that was originally completely
foreign to Western culture was successfully
conveyed to the audience of Yale Cabaret.

Michael M. Chemers, in his case study
“Visit to a zoot planet”, describes the histori-
cal context, staging, and reception of the
Zoot Suit, which represents Pachuco culture
on stage.® Wearing the zoot suit was a symbol
of cultural transgression for pachucos. As
Chemers explains in his study: “"Pachuquismo
complicates a notion of America as a homog-
enous society, with a single language and cul-
ture, and exposes that notion as fundamen-
tally racist and exclusionary.”’

In “The Dramaturgical Impulse”, Mark Bly
takes a broader view of the role of the dram-
aturg. Using analogies drawn from historical
perspectives, he illustrates how one of the
most fundamental tasks of dramaturgy, in-
terpretation and the transfer of information,
played a role in understanding how the world
works. The author of the study calls on us to
always be open-minded, receptive, and to
dare to reframe our acquired knowledge. As
indicated in the subtitle of his study, Mark Bly
asks us the question based on the discoveries

® The pachuco culture in Los Angeles origi-
nated among Mexican descendants living in
El Paso, Texas, in which the zoot suit, with its
long finger-tip jacket, wide lapels, high-
waisted, full-cut trousers, elaborate vests,

made by spacecraft Voyager 1and Voyager 2:
“*How big is your theatrical world? How big is
your universe?”®

In the last case study of this volume
Philippa Kelly, the editor of the volume, uses
the analogy of King Lear to illustrate why it is
important to “dethrone ourselves from the
centre.” In order to change, to reconstruct the
world and make it a more diverse, equal, and
inclusive place, we need to surrender. And as
Philippa Kelly putsit, “surrender doesn’t have
to be ‘giving in’ — it can also reflect the capac-
ity to slough off what we've had, who we've
assumed we were."?

Through experiences gained in their own
artistic practice, the studies deal extensively
with how reactions to race, gender, religion,
sexual orientation, disability, and other social
situations influence the functioning and re-
ception of contemporary theatre. Since the
studies reflect on cultural and social issues
from the period between 2010 and 2020, they
address topics that are certainly familiar to
readers. None of the studies in the volume
address the social and cultural changes
brought about by climate change and artifi-
cial intelligence and their relationship with
contemporary theatre. This is undoubtedly
due to the fact that these two phenomena
have only become a pressing issue in recent
years, after the volume was published. The
authors strive for greater social awareness.
Based on the studies, contemporary theatre
has a role to play in changing the way the
world works, moving towards a more diverse
and inclusive world where everyone can rep-
resent themselves and their community
equally. A dramaturg, as Stephen Greenblatt
writes in his recommendation for the volume
onthe cover, alternately plays the roles of “in-
novator, instigator, cultural historian, inter-
preter, provocateur, and visionary” and “shapes

wide-collared shirt, and wide-brimmed hat
was a symbol of cultural transgression.
7KELLY, ed., Diversity..., 123.

% Ibid., 210.

% Ibid., 215.



the lived experience of actors and audiences
alike.” Dramaturgy, which seeks to change
the world by reframing outdated thinking
about how the world works, is therefore a po-
litical act.

Dramaturgs Leading the People

In Delacroix’s famous painting, the allegorical
figure of Liberty leads the people to the barri-
cades. Although the fundamental concepts of
one of the most important events in intellec-
tual history, the French Revolution, have
been subject to much criticism and rethinking
over the past 195 years, this volume proves
that these principles (Liberté, Egalité, Frater-
nité) still serve as guidelines for humanity to-
day. In this volume dramaturgs lead the peo-
ple toward a more diverse, equal, and inclu-
sive world.

The volume does not offer practical solu-
tions to problems related to EDI, like a hand-
book or textbook. It addresses global social
issues that may also be familiar locally. It also
presents situations in which contemporary
theatre responds to these global problems.
One of the political acts of the studies is to
point out the problems and introduce us to
personal coping strategies that we don’t have
to adapt literally. The aim of the volume is ra-
ther to invite us to think together about what
contemporary theatre can do for a more ac-
cepting, diverse, and equal world. And dram-
aturgs have an indispensable role to play in
this mission.

The applicability of the knowledge gained
from the case studies is not straightforward in
all cases in the Hungarian theatre environ-
ment. The reasons for this are undoubtedly to
be found in the different social structures, cul-
tural differences, and various historical fac-
tors. From the perspective of Central-Eastern
European cynicism, studies expressing the
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commitment of American optimism sometimes
seem naive. At the same time, it cannot be
said that the studies paint only a positive pic-
ture of the world; in fact, each study carries
within it a difficult conflict. Diversity in the
Hungarian theatre system is most evident in
the independent performing arts scene. The
main reason for this is that people of colour
are very underrepresented in institutionalised
actor education. As a result, Roma, Asians,
Black and other ethnic minorities are un-
derrepresented in Hungarian state theatre
productions. There are attempts from state
theatres to create community theatre perfor-
mances or drama pedagogical projects whose
main theme relates to EDI. But in most of the
state theatres, social awareness is only re-
flected in one or two side projects in a season.

While reading, the book really excited me
personally. As a practising actor, it inspired
me to think about theatre projects that are
not about social awareness, but are born in
the spirit of social awareness. | began to think
about the extent to which the expectations
expressed by the concept of EDI apply in my
work environment. | started researching which
Hungarian theatre companies deal with un-
derrepresented social groups, and who are
the ones who don’t get enough attention.

| recommend Diversity, Inclusion and Rep-
resentation in Contemporary Dramaturgy pri-
marily to dramaturgs and all theatre creators
who feel committed to approaching theatre
through the filter of social awareness. | rec-
ommend it to those who enjoy reading about
the artistic experiences of other artists. And
finally, | recommend it to those who are keen
to engage in dialogue about how contempo-
rary theatre responds to global social phe-
nomena and what role dramaturgs play in
this.
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Reflections of Robert Scanlan’s plot-bead theatre

SARA SAHIN-TOTH

Robert SCANLAN. Principles of Dramaturgy.
New York: Routledge, 2020. 132 p.

Everyone is a dramaturg

Robert Scanlan’s collection of essays, Princi-
ples of Dramaturgy,” was published in 2020 by
Routledge in New York as part of their Focus
on Dramaturgy series®. Edited by Magda Ro-
manska, the series, which discusses the the-
ory of dramaturgy from various angles and
aims to renew it, publishes writings by nu-
merous experts in the field.?

Scanlan’s book is primarily a practical guide
for those involved in dramaturgy, which, ac-
cording to the author’s definition, includes
everyone involved in theatre, from actors to
set designers to sound technicians. In fact, he
believes that everyone—including the audi-
ence—is a dramaturg, since the audience also
perceives and shapes the success or failure of
a given scene, and a good actor adapts to the
changing dramaturgy within a scene. Scanlan
therefore interprets the concept of drama-
turgy broadly—in his view, dramaturgy is a
kind of collective professional sensitivity, not
privileged knowledge. The oft-repeated, un-
answerable fundamental questions arise for
him as well: why is there no precise definition
of dramaturgy? What exactly does a drama-
turg do? He considers the work of a director
to be much more comprehensible to laypeo-
ple than that of a dramaturg, even though the
boundaries of the director’s role and activities

* Robert SCANLAN, Principles of Dramaturgy
(New York: Routledge, 2020).

> Magda ROMANSKA, ed., Focus on Dramaturgy
series (New York: Routledge.) The book was
published in collaboration with TheThea-
treTimes.com.

have changed radically, moving away from
conventional functions.

Principles of Dramaturgy comprehensively
discusses the dramaturgical principles and
mechanisms that are essential to theatrical
thinking in three major chapters (Form, Ac-
tion, and Production Dramaturgy).

About the Chapter on “Form”
(The Primacy of Form)

The first chapter clarifies how the concept of
form can be discussed in relation to different
artistic and audience demands. Scanlan re-
peatedly goes into detail about the misunder-
standings surrounding what he calls conven-
tional theatre and theatre that is labelled as
postdramatic, abstract, or experimental. For
example, we encounter difficulties when the
term “postdramatic” becomes synonymous
with the opposite of “traditional.” According
to Scanlan, this often leads to the misunder-
standing that theatre “play” must be per-
formed without rules and that a true artist
must reject rules.* The chapter, which draws
on Aristotelian aesthetic traditions and ex-
amines the relationship between form and
dramatic action, encourages us to examine
the dramaturgical structure of the perfor-
mance. Its basic premise is that all dramatic
works can be analysed and interpreted through
an analysis of the relationship between con-
tent and form, regardless of whether they are
classical dramatic or experimental in form.
Scanlan attributes all mistakes made in theatre

3 Information about all the pieces in the se-
ries: https://www.routledge.com/Focus-on-
Dramaturgy/book-series/RFOD.

* Robert SCANLAN, Principles of Dramaturgy,
The shibboleth of "Realism,” and the postula-
tion of the "postdramatic”.
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to alack of elaboration of these two principles
and considers their precise knowledge and
application to be the basis of creative knowl-
edge, creativity, and spontaneity. The book
aims to influence creative practice by illus-
trating specific methods based on exploring
the interaction between form and plot.

According to Scanlan, a theatrical work of
art is more visible if the story itself is missing
or pushed into the background, as abstract
formal language often reveals the essence
more openly and clearly. At the same time,
there is the paradoxical experience that the
more reduced and abstract the form of a the-
atrical performance, the more difficult it is for
the average audience to access it. American
(and average European) audiences are most
disturbed by cases where artistic expression
takes precedence over the content that is in-
tended to be conveyed directly. Scanlan uses
this to explain the gap between public taste
and experimental, extreme behaviour.

In the realistic, representational style, the
formal elements of the plot are just as present
and just as artificial as, say, in a Robert Wilson
composition, but they are more difficult to
distinguish in the blurred perception of “real-
ism”, which, according to Scanlan, is the au-
dience’s point of view, not that of the theatre
artist. Throughout the chapter on form, the
artistic (more open to abstract language) con-
ception is contrasted with the “average”
viewer’s perspective. "American audiences are
most baffled on those occasions of greatest
artistic clarity, and this explains the rift that
occurs between popular taste and an esoteric
craving, among artists, for the ‘pure’ experi-
ence of formal construction and experimen-
tation. We can gauge how deep-seated the
popular American appetite for ‘life-likeness’
is when we notice that it is formal transpar-
ency that baffles the comprehension of the

> Robert SCANLAN, Principles of Dramaturgy,
The basic principles: Form: time and the plot-
bead diagram.

® Gotthold Ephraim LESSING, Laocoon: An Essay
on the Limits of Painting and Poetry, transl. by

average theatergoer.”> Scanlan thus writes
about the clash between American audi-
ences, who are less receptive to formal com-
plexities, and artistic desires for experimenta-
tion and wild formal adventures. Scanlan’s as-
sertion presupposes a more unified artistic
perspective. From an Eastern European thea-
tre perspective, this may seem incomprehen-
sible, simplistic, and crude, since from the in-
side this dichotomy is obviously inapplicable
to a professional milieu that is at once diverse
and polarised, yet also quite homogeneous.
There can be no question of unity and aes-
thetic points of reference. Creators often do
not understand each other at all; their atti-
tudes are quite heterogeneous and incoher-
ent. Taste has become an irrevocably diffuse
and elusive category. Hungarian audiences
who go to art theatres are hungry for more
experimental, more exciting performances,
but artists are unable to break out of their
own frameworks and produce a series of self-
contained, repetitive performances.

Scanlan uses Lessing’s treatise Laocoon®
to conceptualise the functioning and opera-
tion of stage forms. According to Lessing, the
first principle of constructing a fictional world
is that “signs that follow one another [in time]
can express only objects whose wholes or
parts are consecutive”; furthermore, “objects
or parts of objects which follow one another
are called actions.”” Thus, poetry—the art of
“articulated sounds in time”"—necessarily deals
with actions. On stage, although bodies are
present asimages, they also existin time, and
at every moment of their existence they can
take on a different appearance or be in a dif-
ferent combination. Each of these momen-
tary appearances and combinations is the re-
sult of the previous one and can be the cause

Edward Allen McCormick (Dover Publica-
tions, 1984) in Robert SCANLAN, Principles of
Dramaturgy, Form: Form in the theatre.

7 LESSING, Laocoon...
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of the next, which means that it can be the fo-
cus of an action.®

When studying form, Scanlan believes
that a balance must be struck between the at-
traction to realism and artistic demands. He
believes that the first task of a person en-
gaged in serious artistic work should be to un-
derstand form, and only then should they
move on to analysing the unavoidable ba-
sics—the theme, the story, the characters,
the setting, the historical context, and the
style of speech. To facilitate a deeper explo-
ration of form, Scanlan has created a system
of diagrams that he believes is suitable for
studying all dramatic texts, regardless of the
genre and style of the play.

The Plot-Bead Diagram
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® Robert SCANLAN, Principles of Dramaturgy,
Form: Form in the theatre.
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Scanlan analyses dramatic texts using his
own plot-bead technique. This diagram, like a
musical score, visually represents the devel-
opment of the basic coordinates of the per-
formance, simultaneously marking and
showing changes in space and time. The plot-
bead is primarily intended to represent the
arc of the plot, which, according to Scanlan, is
usually difficult to see clearly even for experi-
enced professionals. The plot-bead diagram
thus aims to provide an easily comprehensi-
ble framework for all participants in the per-
formance, serving as a common basis, start-
ing point, and analytical tool for the director,
dramaturg, or even the entire creative team.

(The term “plot-bead” is a neologism
coined by Scanlan, referring to the fact that
the plot of a play can be visualised as a pat-
tern similar to that of a string of pearls.)

When We Dead Awaken
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Example plot-bead diagrams — Samuel Beckett’s Rough for Theatre II and Henrik
Ibsen’s When We Dead Awaken, Act 11.
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The diagram clearly indicates the begin-
ning, turning points, and end of the perfor-
mance. To construct a plot-bead diagram, it
is necessary to rethink where the boundaries
and subunits of the scenes lie. (Scanlan em-
phasises that the drama must necessarily
begin at a definable point in time, then inevi-
tably continue, and end at a moment that is
as concrete and recognisable as the previous
ones). The plot-bead diagram depicts the
play as a “string of events,” with the timeline
as the “thread” holding the string together
and the beads as the units of time, or “events,”
whose sequence forms the formal composi-
tion of the play.

The question arises as to what can be
called a unit of time to be marked, since dra-
matic material does not have a system that
can be clearly divided according to a uniform
system. Or, if it does, what criteria do we use
to divide the texts, and where do we place the
dramaturgical emphases? A significant part
of the joy and freedom of creation comes
from free, instinctive intuition and associative
decisions, which is why most creators de-
velop their unique formal solutions spontane-
ously, based on their own research and in-
sights, sometimes only during the rehearsal
process.

Doesn’t Scanlan’s beading seem anti-crea-
tive, a rigorous systematisation? The bead
string can be a mould for experimentation,
open to creators who are searching for free
forms. What real benefits can it bring to prac-
ticing theatre-makers? And, in general, how
should practising dramaturgs, directors, and
actors approach reading the book? Reading
specialised texts is a rare phenomenon, at
least among Hungarian theatre creators. Few
young theatre professionals can name a spe-
cialist book that has influenced or shaped
their thinking about theatre, and few even
consider reading specialist texts.

An interesting topic that could be added to
the book is what advice Scanlan, outraged by
collective professional incompetence, would
give to young artists of the 21st century in his
book, and in general, for reading professional

texts. In terms of theatre, writing and written
texts have a past tense. Scanlan expresses his
anger and disappointment (sometimes as if
he were already annoyed in advance, assert-
ing that provocation alone does not create a
new form), which stems from the many expe-
riences of sloppiness and inaccuracy he has
encountered during his career. He intends his
study to be a cry, a call for action, but he does
not discuss the difficult aspects of how to
combine this kind of awareness—the organis-
ing awareness of the plot-bead diagram—
with spontaneous, free, creative experimen-
tation.

In any case, one of the most fruitful effects
of Scanlan’s technique could be that creators
read the plays several times in succession and
with genuine attention. What is still worth
considering and exploring in Scanlan’s method,
and—especially from a Hungarian perspec-
tive—prompts an interesting assessment, is
the communal nature of theatre-making. In
Hungary, there is a well-established tradition,
even a cult, of the aforementioned non-un-
derstanding, non-interpretation, lack of re-
flection, and the behaviour of directors and
dramaturgs that forces actors into a position
where they only have to worry about their
own tasks and work out their own parts as
best they can. This harmful attitude leads,
not least, to the fact that many actors do not
even feel the desire to think about the moral,
political, and human messages conveyed by
the performance they appear in. A disturbing
number of actors do not care about the con-
text in which the performance is created or
the deeper levels of meaning at which it can
be interpreted. The responsibility is mutual:
the profession (directors) does not always ex-
pect this, does not always reward it, and in-
deed, the legitimisation of this attitude is
based on historical traditions. In many cases,
it is not true that actors do not care about
their circumstances, but rather that they are
powerless in their vulnerable position, play-
ing for low pay, and do not know what to do.
The undoubted advantage of Scanlan’s plot-
bead technique is that it fosters a community
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spirit and high standards, as its aim is to en-
sure that actors also understand the formal
driving forces behind the performance, rather
than this knowledge being the sole privilege
of the director.

Principles of Dramaturgy presents five dram-
aturgical case studies: an excerpt from Shake-
speare’s Julius Caesar (Act IV, scenes 2-3),
Robert Wilson's script outline for Einstein on
the Beach, Samuel Beckett's Rough for Thea-
tre ll, Eugene lonesco’s The Bald Soprano, and
Gotthold Lessing’s Minna von Barnhelm (Act
). With these diverse examples, Scanlan
demonstrates the applicability of the plot-
bead diagram to performances of the most
varied styles and forms, proving that there is
no dramatic material, regardless of the era or
style in which it was created, for which a plot-

bead diagram cannot be constructed. Of course,
this does not mean that the depicted plot
lines cannot differ significantly from each
other in terms of their formal coherence and
the content inherent in their form.

Scanlan pays particular attention to Rob-
ert Wilson, whom he frequently refers to in
the text. Wilson himself always works with
plot diagrams he developed himself (perhaps
this also played a role in Scanlan’s plot-bead
fantasy, which is another argument against
the impracticality of the method), sketching
out all his ideas, much like a graphomaniac
feels compelled to constantly write things
down. Wilson’s characteristic drawings set up
comic-like storyboard frames in which he vis-
vally illustrates the plot.
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His images are proscenium-framed view-
points of the dominant geometry of each
scene, so their primary abbreviations are spa-
tial rather than temporal in nature. Wilson ar-
ranges the spatial viewpoints in chronological
order, the form and direction of which corre-
spond to the plot-bead diagram; similarly to
the diagram, the figure presents the form of

the entire performance from a single view-
point. Wilson’s scene-framed storyboards
summarise the entirety of the dramatic com-
position. Scanlan looks up to the formalist
theatre director as a role model, who works in
clear and transparent forms despite a stage
language based on a different kind of sensu-
ality, generally eschewing linearity and narrati-
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vity, and whose managers, assistants, and
dramaturgs work separately on the formal
documentation of each production.

Fixations and Feelings of Lack

Although Scanlan emphasises that his plot-
beads apply to a wide variety of radically dif-
ferent plays, his choices could be much
bolder. It would have been interesting, for ex-
ample, to bring out avant-garde works that
have been pushed to the periphery, whose
plot-bead diagram analysis could lead to sur-
prising insights. In the absence of extreme ex-
amples, Scanlan’s basic premise carries less
weight, and the revelatory power of his argu-
ments, at least for me, is lacking. Although
Beckett’s dramaturgy and stylised language
take a bolder direction, Scanlan does not use
truly performative or contemporary exam-
ples but sticks to the world-famous Wilson
and the well-established classics (lbsen,
Shakespeare). It may be that he had no inten-
tion of illustrating his analytical structure with
post-dramatic works, which he considers
problematic anyway, but it would have been
more authentic and exciting to illustrate his
analytical structure through works in which
linear-narrative understanding is less obvious
and clear, and whose formal exploration is
therefore more challenging. This would have
allowed the book to appeal to a wider audi-
ence.’

Scanlan’s method brings to mind the
equally radical image-associating computer

9 Shifting these boundaries and taking a leap
into the deep end could be achieved, for ex-
ample, through Joseph Nadj's performances,
which are based on strong visuality and phys-
icality, or through one of Artaud’s abstract
Mexican theatrical fantasies, such as Séraphin’s
theatre, which is not even a sketch of a per-
formance, but an offer of radical sensual lib-
eration of the body, an imaginary plot-bead
diagram, or Andras Jeles's plot-bead diagram
analysis of one of his plays. (Andras Jeles
[1945-) is @ Hungarian film and theatre director

experiment illustrated by Gabor Bédy’s™ dia-
gram technique, which places dramaturgical
structure in a completely different perspec-
tive. Body, who developed his system in col-
laboration with a nuclear physicist, does not
view it primarily from the perspective of ra-
tional understanding, and he has also shown
himself to be open to the idea that the dia-
gram of his own creation could take on a life
of its own:

ICHOKOZHNOS ZOK«

SYCHOCOSNOS

EGY TORTEMNETET NEM KELL VEGIBIRNI.
ELEG A SZEREPLOKET ES A TORTENET
SZABALYAIT MEGALKOTNI. EZUTAN MAR
CSAK AZ A FELADATUNK. HOGY MEGFI
BYEL JUK AZ ESEMENYEKET. HA JONAK
LATJUK. VALTOZTATHATUNK A SZEREF
LOK TULAJDONSAGAIN, UAGY A TORTE
NET SZABALYAIN.

A MOST KOVETKEZO TORTENETEK SZEREF

LOIT 3 KOLONBOZO TULAJDONSAGGAL
LATTUK EL.

OFFENZIV HAJLAMMAL :
DEFENZIV HAJLAMMAL :
ES KOZOMBOSSEGGEL :

and writer. His works defy predictability and
are characterised by unexpected leaps of
thought and a unique, catastrophic, and ex-
tremely ironic language.)

** Gabor Body (1946-1985) was a Hungarian
film and theatre director and thinker. His
work and creative personality combined
technical expertise, a thorough knowledge of
materials (celluloid, videotape) and tools
(cameras and optics), theoretical knowledge,
and the power of imagination.
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DEFENZIV TUBESEs
R MENEXVES WERTJE

DEFENSIVE DOMINANCE
SARDEN OF THE FUBITIVES

“The program was calculated by theo-
retical nuclear physicist Sandor Szalay.
When | asked him why, in all three cases,
some of the balls stick together after
colliding, then separate after a while, he
replied that he hadn’t expected this ei-
ther and had no idea why.”**

Scanlan does not get bogged down in theo-
retical debates, but offers straightforward,
practical, usable principles and methods. He
consciously positions himself both within and
in opposition to contemporary critical discourse,
acting as a kind of counterpoint; because of
this dual position, Scanlan’s scepticism and
blunt phrasing should be treated with

11

BoDY Gabor, Egybegydjtott filmmivészeti
irdsok 3. Pszichokozmoszok (Budapest, MMA
Kiado, 2021). (My translation —S.S-T.)

* It can just as easily be a sound, colour, re-
petitive words, etc. An example of this is
Beckett’s monodrama Not /#, in which only a
moving mouth is visible (the rest of the face is
shrouded in darkness), dynamically propel-
ling the speech. Scanlan writes simplistically

caution. The book engages in dialogue with
20th- and 21st-century critical theories (e.qg.,
poststructuralism, deconstruction, postdra-
matic theory, performance studies), but does
not join them, instead taking on a corrective,
balancing role. Scanlan’s monomania (this
term has been the subject of passionate re-
search in Hungarian theatre tradition since
the end of the 20th century) sometimes leads
to oversimplification. His thinking is often
dogmatic and lacks any mention of creative
methods and systems of association other
than his own, thus appearing conservative in
many respects within the horizon of contem-
porary theoretical discourse. He also states
relatively uniformly in the book, without con-
text, that the plot is inevitably the origin of
theatrical activity, mentioning more abstract
and postdramatic forms. However, plot de-
velopment is not always and in all cases the
driving force and main attraction of a theatri-
cal work.™

He draws a parallel between dramatic con-
struction and architecture.

“If one were building furniture (chairs
and tables, for instance), a useful princi-
ple would be an appreciation of gravity,
and its inevitable role in the craftsman’s
art. The concepts of ‘level’ and ‘vertical’
or ‘square’ are direct expressions of the
single inescapable principle of gravity,
and very specific tools — carpenter’s lev-
els and carpenter’s squares — are basic
tools that govern carpentry. Architec-
ture has an identical foundational rela-
tion to gravity, and with it to strength of
materials and principles of load bearing,

about the tension between postdramatic and
conventional theatre. “A difficulty arises if
‘postdramatic’ has acquired the burden of
meaning the polar opposite of ‘conventional.’
It then misleads by suggesting that the ‘game’
of theatre is now under an obligation to be
played without rules. Every artist is supposed
to hate rules, and ‘principles’ sounds like
‘rules.”
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and stability of structures. No one can
practice either carpentry or architecture
without a close compliance with princi-
ples of this kind (in this case, all founded
on gravity).”

However, theatre arts are not carpentry. The
theatre person is allowed to cheat and lie. As-
sociative, spontaneous, ill-considered deci-
sions are relevant in theatre. While it is appro-
priate for an architect to be familiar with the
laws of gravity, it is not necessarily to the ad-
vantage of theatre arts if every step is calcu-
lated and explainable.

Nevertheless, Scanlan defends theatre as
a structured, time-unfolding action against
purely conceptual or theoretical approaches,
always on the condition that we see not only
the elements of the “story,” but also form and
action as the cornerstones of dramaturgical
work. His approach is classically conservative
in the sense that he bases the craft of theatre
on timeless principles of form and action, and
sees creative freedom not in questioning or
rejecting rules, but in consciously applying
them. This position is more restrained than
postdramatic, performative, or theory-cen-
tred contemporary theatre but it places crea-
tive work on a more stable and predictable
foundation. Scanlan himself reflects on the
conservative implications of the dramaturg’s
work: “The conservative implications of cura-
torial dramaturgy operate side by side with a

*3 Robert SCANLAN, Principles of Dramaturgy,
The shibboleth of "Realism,” and the postula-
tion of the "postdramatic”.

countervailing obligation to renew the art
form.”** In other words, one of the drama-
turg’s tasks is “faithful cultural transmission,”
that is, preserving traditions and respecting
the original intentions of the author. How-
ever, this must be balanced with innovation.
This perspective does not reject innovation
butinterprets the task of the present from the
perspective of the past, which s a classic con-
servative dramaturgical position.

Despite its shortcomings and questionable
features, Principles of Dramaturgy is a thought-
provoking work that does not limit drama-
turgy to the boundaries of the profession but
elevates it to the common language of thea-
tre as a whole. Another topic for discussion
could be the advantages and disadvantages
of viewing dramaturgy in this way. Its prag-
matic clarity can be useful for theatrical prac-
tice, as it offers both theoretical clarity and
practical tools, while emphasising that dram-
aturgy is the shared, constantly evolving, and
articulating knowledge of the theatrical com-
munity. This approach can be inspiring for all
those who interpret theatre as a totally com-
munal creation from the first step to the last.
It is worth considering how Scanlan’s princi-
ples and approach can fit into, or even be ex-
cluded from, our own theatrical work. Princi-
ples of Dramaturgy is a good companion for
theatre thinkers and creators, whether as a
guide or as a counterexample.

* Robert SCANLAN, Principles of Dramaturgy,
Making difference.
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Genre Boundary Struggles. The Conflictual Relationship
Between Circus and Bourgeois Theatre in Berlin Around 1900

HEDVIG UJVARI

Mirjam HILDBRAND. Theaterlobby attackiert
Zirkus: Zur Wende im Krdfteverhdltnis zweier
Theaterformen zwischen 1869 und 1918 in
Berlin [Theatre Lobby Attacks Circus: The
Shift in the Balance of Power between Two
Theatrical Forms in Berlin, 1869-1918]. Pa-
derborn: Brill Fink, 2023 (= Asthetische Praxis,

4)- 347 P-

Subject Matter and Theoretical Framework

The study opens with a personally inflected
preface that frames the historical reappraisal
of the relationship between modern circus
and bourgeois theatre. Here, Mirjam Hildbrand
reflects on how she came to focus on the cir-
cus and why the historical investigation of
this form became a central concern of her re-
search. Drawing on her own experience as a
dramaturg and scholar, she observes a strik-
ing dissonance: while contemporary circus is
a vibrant, inventive, and theatrically rich field
of practice, within German-language academic
discourse it has long failed to qualify as a “se-
rious” object of theatre-historical inquiry. Her
encounters with productions by Zirkus Fahr
AwaY, as well as insights gained through an
early theatre-analytical project, made this
tension particularly visible. Within the profes-
sional field itself, the circus was widely taken
to occupy a peripheral position, one that
rarely invited sustained theoretical engage-
ment.

Alongside this experiential point of depar-
ture, the preface also recounts the genesis of
the research project. During archival work at
the Berlin Landesarchiv, Hildbrand encoun-
tered the extensive records of the Theater-
polizei (theatre police), a source corpus of re-
markable richness that had remained largely
unexplored. The discovery of these materials

proved decisive, providing the empirical
foundation for an entire research programme
and opening up new perspectives on the insti-
tutional requlation of theatrical forms.

At the heart of the study lies the observa-
tion that, within German-speaking cultural
discourse, theatre and circus are organised
according to categories that appear neutral
but are in fact deeply political and ideological.
Theatre—particularly bourgeois literary thea-
tre (Literaturtheater)—is conventionally un-
derstood as art, that s, as high culture. Circus,
by contrast, is typically classified as entertain-
ment or industry (Unterhaltung, Lustbarkeit,
or Gewerbe), and thus positioned outside the
realm of art. This hierarchy, however, is not
the result of a natural or self-evident develop-
ment. Rather, it is the outcome of protracted
discursive and legal processes that took shape
over the course of the nineteenth century.
The central research questions therefore ad-
dress how this hierarchy of status between
theatre and circus came into being, why one
form came to be recognised as art while the
other did not, and which institutional, social,
and legal mechanisms contributed to render-
ing this distinction largely unquestionable by
the end of the nineteenth century.

The introduction situates these questions
within a broader historical framework. The
“long nineteenth century” marks not only the
institutional consolidation of the bourgeois
ideal of theatre but also the emergence of the
modern circus in its recognisable form. From
the 1850s onwards, Berlin hosted several per-
manent circus buildings, and circus perfor-
mances increasingly relied on dramaturgical
structures comparable to those of the theatre.
Pantomimes incorporated musical and cho-
reographic elements, resulting in complex,
staged narratives rather than mere se-
quences of attractions. A critical turning point
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was the Gewerbeordnung of 1869, which lib-
eralised theatrical enterprise and thereby po-
sitioned the circus as a direct competitor to
literary theatre. This development was fol-
lowed by a series of political and professional
campaigns in which theatrical interest groups
deliberately sought to relegate the circus to a
legally and culturally “inferior” category.

This process necessitated conceptual clar-
ification. Hildbrand distinguishes between
Theaterform, a neutral category encompass-
ing a wide range of performative practices,
and Theater, understood in a normative sense
as an institution with elevated artistic status.
One of the book’s central aims is to trace how
this latter, restrictive usage emerged and
gradually solidified.

The introduction also addresses the state
of circus research. Within German-language
theatre studies, the circus has long consti-
tuted a blind spot; most theatre-historical,
cultural-historical, or legal-historical works
have either ignored it altogether or men-
tioned it only in passing. By contrast, in An-
glophone and Francophone scholarship, an
autonomous field of Circus Studies has devel-
oped over the past four decades, complete
with an established body of literature and its
own archival practices. German-speaking re-
searchers, however, have often been forced
to rely on non-academic, anecdotal circus his-
tories. While valuable in certain respects,
these publications frequently reproduce un-
verified legends and rarely engage with pri-
mary sources. Against this background, Hild-
brand’s monograph positions itself as open-
ing up a new field of inquiry and underscores
the exceptional nature of a rigorously schol-
arly investigation into the history of the cir-
cus.

Hildbrand defines her source base and
methodology with notable clarity. She draws
on four principal groups of sources: (1) thea-
tre-related legal texts and regulations, including
amendments to the Gewerbeordnung and fis-
cal legislation; (2) parliamentary and admin-
istrative records, in particular the files of the
Berlin Theaterpolizei; (3) documents produced

by professional interest groups; and (4) press
sources that testify to contemporary percep-
tions of the circus.

Methodologically, the study adopts a dis-
course-analytical approach. Rather than merely
cataloguing practices and regulatory measures,
Hildbrand investigates the formation of the
categories and semantic networks through
which theatre and circus were positioned
within a cultural hierarchy. Discursive repeti-
tions, value judgements, and normative as-
sumptions articulated in the sources are
treated as being as significant as institutional
facts.

In discussing the historical background of
the modern circus, the author emphasises
that its emergence cannot be traced to a sin-
gle point of origin, despite the persistent
presence of 1768—Philip Astley’s first London
performance—in canonical narratives of cir-
cus history. Late eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century theatrical culture was far more per-
meable than such accounts suggest. Minor
theatres, hippodramas, and equestrian thea-
tres all functioned as early antecedents of the
circus, operating as hybrid forms that com-
bined music, narrative action, dance, and ac-
robatics. The modern institutionalisation of
the circus grew out of this heterogeneous
prehistory. At the same time, bourgeois liter-
ary theatre increasingly sought, throughout
the nineteenth century, to distance itself
from precisely this hybridity, producing ever
narrower and more normative definitions of
what constituted “theatre.”

Following the delineation of these concep-
tual and historical premises, the study un-
folds across three major sections. The first of-
fers a detailed analysis of Berlin’s circus cul-
ture, introducing key venues, selected repre-
sentative pantomimes, and patterns of audi-
ence and press reception. The second exam-
ines the development of theatre law between
1869 and 1900, with particular attention to
the ways in which representatives of literary
theatre attempted to restrict the circus through
legal means. The third traces developments
from the turn of the century to the end of the



First World War, a period in which moral and
civic campaigns, ecclesiastical opposition, fis-
cal policy, and the emergence of new com-
petitors—most notably cinema—significantly
weakened the position of the circus while fur-
ther consolidating that of the theatre. Taken
together, these sections reconstruct the pro-
cess by which a cultural hierarchy became es-
tablished and stabilised in the latter half of
the nineteenth century, one in which theatre
came to embody the norm of high art, while
the circus was relegated to the margins as a
form of entertainment.

Circus as Urban Modernity:
Performance, Technology, and Cultural
Experimentation in Fin-de-Siécle Berlin

The first major chapter of the study situates
the historical rethinking of the relationship
between modern circus and bourgeois thea-
tre within the cultural landscape of fin-de-sie-
cle Berlin, demonstrating how the circus
emerged as one of the most dynamic and ex-
perimentally oriented forms of urban perfor-
mance. Hildbrand takes as her starting point
a deeply entrenched assumption in theatre
historiography: that the circus occupied merely
the margins of popular entertainment and re-
mained aesthetically and institutionally dis-
tant from the world of bourgeois Litera-
turtheater. Her detailed reconstruction, how-
ever, shows that by the late nineteenth cen-
tury the circus had long ceased to consist of
temporary fairground booths. Instead, it had
developed into a multilayered theatrical form
organised around permanent buildings and
complex technologies of spectacle.

The institutionalisation of the circus in the
modern metropolis was not simply the result
of economic success or market demand. Ra-
ther, the genre integrated dramaturgical, vis-
val, and technical innovations that would
later play a significant role in the development
of both theatre and moving-image culture. In
this sense, the circus functioned not at the pe-
riphery of theatrical history but as one of its
most innovative sites.
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In the opening section of the chapter,
Hildbrand outlines how a distinctively Berlin-
based performance practice of the modern
circus took shape. A genre previously regarded
as marginal entered, at the turn of the cen-
tury, a social and cultural environment partic-
ularly conducive to large-scale, rapidly chang-
ing, attraction-based spectacles. The princi-
ple of programme organisation based on con-
stant novelty—that is, the logic according to
which audiences would return only if pre-
sented with new productions night after night
—turned the circus into one of the most in-
tensively innovative actors within the urban
entertainment industry. Rapid repertoire
changes, spectacular technical developments,
specialised machinery, and advanced lighting
techniques all contributed to transforming
the circus into an experimental laboratory at-
tuned to the rhythms of modernity. While
bourgeois theatre tended to emphasise the
stability of a classical dramatic repertoire, the
circus embodied the pulse of urban life itself:
an aesthetic of movement, renewal, and per-
petual transformation.

The next major section provides a detailed
account of the three most important circus
buildings in Berlin at the time: the Markthallen-
zirkus, Circus Krembser, and Circus Busch.
These venues not only surpassed many con-
temporary theatres in size and technical
equipment but also reconfigured the organi-
sation of spectatorship. The Markthallenzir-
kus, with its robust hall architecture and ec-
lectic wood-and-iron construction adapted
from a former market hall, created a space of
democratic mass culture. Its wide, circular
public areas were both inclusive and acousti-
cally manageable, and although initially reli-
ant on gas lighting, the venue adopted mod-
ern lighting technologies by the end of the
century.

Circus Krembser, by contrast, explicitly ad-
dressed a bourgeois audience. Featuring dec-
orated boxes, a differentiated auditorium, and
an interior architecture approximating that of
dramatic theatre, it occupied an intermediate
position between circus and theatre. This
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dual orientation—preserving traditional cir-
cus structures while simultaneously ap-
proaching theatrical norms of elegance—ulti-
mately explains why the venue failed to fit
fully into either narrative. Among the three,
Circus Busch possessed the most advanced
technological infrastructure. Its steel-and-
glass construction, fully electric lighting, and
hydraulic ring system made it a paradigmatic
example of technicised spectacle at the turn
of the century. Water scenes, rising and sink-
ing platforms, and the movement of large-
scale scenic units achieved here remained
technically challenging even for contempo-
rary theatres. These examples demonstrate
that the circus operated not on the margins of
theatrical development but at its technologi-
cal forefront.

This technical and organisational modern-
isation, however, was not an end in itself. It
served the demands of a remarkably multi-
faceted and dramaturgically complex perfor-
mance form. Contemporary conceptions of
circus pantomime encompassed a wide range
of genres and iconographic layers, from fairy-
tale fantasies and exotic narratives to histori-
cal and military tableaux depicting royal and
courtly scenes. The three productions ana-
lysed in detail—Diamantine (1883), Babel
(1903), and Jagdfest am Hofe Ludwig XIV
(1911)—demonstrate that these performances
possessed fully developed narrative struc-
tures. Music accompanied the action, visual
elements fulfilled dramaturgical functions,
and mass scenes, dance interludes, and ges-
tural vocabularies combined to produce a
complex aesthetic form. This form aligns
more closely with the tradition of ballet-pan-
tomime than with conceptions of the circus
as a mere succession of attractions. Music
functioned not as simple accompaniment but
as a central dramaturgical element, shaping
rhythm, scene transitions, and emotional tone,
while choreography formed an integral part
of the visual narrative.

The fourth major section addresses the
ambivalence of the circus’s social reception.
From the perspective of contemporary audi-

ences, the circus enjoyed overwhelming pop-
ularity. Sold-out performances, special trains,
family attendance, and the strong presence
of working-class spectators indicate a hetero-
geneous audience profile that bourgeois the-
atre struggled to attract. Through parades,
processions, and posters, the circus occupied
urban visual space, creating what might be
described as an “expanded theatrical space”
of the metropolis itself. At the same time, the
rhetoric of bourgeois theatre criticism—brand-
ing the circus as “vulgar,” “tasteless,” or “alien
to theatre”—reveals that this social expan-
sion posed a direct threat to the dominant po-
sition of Literaturtheater. The negative critical
reception was therefore less aesthetic than
institutional and political in nature, function-
ing as a strategy through which the theatrical
field sought to preserve its cultural primacy.

The concluding section of the chapter re-
considers the concept of “theatricalisation” in
order to examine the discursive mechanisms
that sustain genre hierarchies. Earlier histori-
ography suggested that the circus moved
closer to theatre around the turn of the cen-
tury, becoming increasingly “theatricalised.”
Hildbrand demonstrates instead that the cir-
cus had long produced narrative, scenograph-
ically elaborate, and technologically sophisti-
cated performances throughout much of the
nineteenth century. Rather than moving to-
wards theatre, it operated from the outset as
part of a broad theatrical ecosystem—one
that later, drama-centred definitions of thea-
tre proved unable to accommodate. The con-
cept of “theatricalisation,” as used retrospec-
tively, thus names a discursive operation
through which the exclusive categories of
bourgeois theatre were elevated to universal
norms.

In this respect, the argument resonates
implicitly with theoretical models from early
film history. Tom Gunning’s and André Gaud-
reault’s concept of the cinema of attractions
offers a precise parallel, illuminating how
spectacle- and attraction-based forms are
retrospectively devalued even as they played



a decisive technical and narrative role in the
formation of a new medium.

The overarching conclusion of the chapter
is that the Berlin circus at the turn of the cen-
tury was not merely a phenomenon of the en-
tertainment industry but one of the most vi-
brant, experimental, and socially inclusive
forms of modern performance. Its subse-
quent marginalisation did not arise from aes-
thetic or historical necessity but from the nor-
mative self-canonisation of bourgeois thea-
tre and the cultural institutions aligned with
it. In this sense, the chapter constitutes not
only a historical reconstruction but also a crit-
ical intervention into contemporary debates
on the concept of theatre, genre hierarchies,
and the selective operations of cultural
memory.

Law, Lobbying, and the Codification
of Cultural Hierarchies:
The Institutional Marginalisation of the Circus

The book’s second chapter uncovers the insti-
tutional-historical deep structure of the con-
flict between circus and bourgeois theatre. It
reconstructs the multi-decade process of leg-
islation and lobbying through which theatre,
drawing on the instruments of cultural rank,
genre hierarchy, and legal regulation, sought
to exclude the circus institutionally from the
category of “higher art.” Hildbrand demon-
strates with particular clarity that the margin-
alisation of the circus did not arise from aes-
thetic or qualitative differences but from po-
litical and cultural processes that, by the end
of the nineteenth century, translated genre
distinctions into legally sanctioned hierar-
chies.

The opening section examines the theatri-
cal consequences of the 1869 Industrial Code
(Gewerbeordnung). Initially, the new regula-
tion brought about a liberalisation of theatri-
cal activity. Parliamentary debates surrounding
the Theater im Reichstag advocated a freer
practice of performance, which temporarily
afforded the circus a degree of institutional
leeway. This brief phase of liberalisation,
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however, was marked from the outset by a
profound cultural ambivalence. While the le-
gal framework became formally more per-
missive, representatives of the bourgeois
Bildungstheater increasingly organised them-
selves into interest groups. Hildbrand traces
in detail the emergence of an institutional co-
alition dedicated to defending the interests of
“serious theatre,” a coalition that by the
1870s was already calling for the “regulation”
of the circus.

Liberalisation and restriction thus un-
folded in tandem. What legislation permit-
ted, the theatre lobby sought to curtail rhe-
torically and institutionally. Commercial gen-
res—most notably the circus, cabaret, and
popular pantomime—were still able to oper-
ate with relative legal freedom during this pe-
riod, yet the discursive foundations were al-
ready being laid for the restrictive language
that would dominate the following decades.

The second major section analyses the po-
litical and ideological background of the leg-
islative tightening after 1880. The 1880s
marked a decisive turning point, as the Liter-
aturtheater lobby emerged as a genuinely in-
fluential political force. Parliamentary de-
bates between 1879 and 1883 increasingly re-
volved around the notion of “higher art,” a
concept through which theatrical forms were
systematically differentiated. The 1883 amend-
ment to the Gewerbeordnung introduced an
explicitly genre-based distinction, separating
performances deemed to possess Kunstinter-
esse (artistic interest) from those considered
to lack it. This legal category automatically
relegated the circus to the realm of “lower”
forms allegedly devoid of artistic value, even
though the circus’s actual aesthetic practice
often demanded a higher degree of technical
and dramaturgical sophistication than con-
temporary bourgeois drama.

The decisive consequence of the 1883
amendment was that genre hierarchy was no
longer sustained merely by cultural conven-
tion but became fixed in explicit legal catego-
ries. As aresult, the circus was placed at a dis-
advantage not only symbolically but also in
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practical terms. The economic and adminis-
trative conditions of its operation deterio-
rated through licensing procedures, pro-
gramme restrictions, and content regulations
that particularly affected pantomime. The
circus thus became subject to a regulatory re-
gime tacitly tailored to the needs and norms
of the Literaturtheater.

The third major section focuses on the pe-
riod between 1884 and 1900, when the tight-
ening of theatre law manifested less through
new legislation than through enforcement,
interpretation, and the operation of discipli-
nary apparatus. This was the most difficult le-
gal phase for the circus. At the same time,
theatre itself entered a period of crisis. Hild-
brand shows that audience numbers for bour-
geois dramatic theatre declined, institutions
accumulated debt, and the genre’s social
prestige eroded. Nevertheless—or perhaps
precisely for this reason—the lobby intensi-
fied its opposition to any performative form
perceived as competition. A statement issued
by the Reichsamt des Innern in 1888, which
deliberately left the genre classification of cir-
cus pantomimes “ambiguous,” functioned as
a tool of rhetorical delegitimation. Perfor-
mances that could not be clearly categorised
were more easily prohibited, restricted, or ad-
ministratively curtailed.

An emblematic moment of this period was
the 1896 revision, which reinforced rigid clas-
sifications of genres and repertoires. Circus
pantomimes were now excluded from the
“theatrical” category in almost every respect.
They were not recognised as drama, yet nei-
ther were they treated as harmless specta-
cles; instead, they were relegated to a regula-
tory no-man’s-land. The flexibility that had
previously constituted one of the circus’s
greatest strengths thus became a liability
within the legal framework.

The fourth section offers a theoretical con-
frontation with the underlying logic of these
developments. Why, Hildbrand asks, did nine-
teenth-century legislation endow certain the-
atrical forms with “higher artistic interest”
while denying it to others? This question

exposes a fundamental schema of German
aesthetic history: the legal codification of the
dichotomy between “high” and “low” art. A
brief cultural-historical overview makes clear
that these boundaries were not drawn along
aesthetic lines but emerged from social and
ideological considerations. The discourse of
high art functioned as a cultural instrument
constructed in the interest of Bildungstheater,
aimed not at the objective protection of artis-
tic value but at preserving the bourgeois the-
atre’s institutional monopoly.

One of the chapter’s most compelling mo-
ments is its interrogation of whether dra-
matic theatre itself could be unambiguously
defined as art, pointing to the intense de-
bates surrounding the very nature of bour-
geois drama. If dramatic theatre lacked a sta-
ble definition, then the exclusion of the circus
from the realm of “higher art” can hardly be
understood as an aesthetic judgement; it
must instead be recognised as a question of
power.

The chapter’s concluding examples—the
legal struggles of Circus Busch and Circus
Schumann—illustrate how circus companies
by the end of the nineteenth century were
compelled to fight for their very genre iden-
tity using legal language and administrative
strategies. The theatre lobby mobilised legal
categories underpinned by clearly articulated
cultural hierarchies: licensing systems, con-
tent control, and genre classification all served
to weaken the circus institutionally.

The overarching conclusion of the chapter
is that the conflict between circus and theatre
in the second half of the nineteenth century
was not resolved on aesthetic or generic
grounds but within the hidden networks of
legislation, institutional interest representa-
tion, and cultural discourse. The marginalisa-
tion of the circus thus stemmed not from the
nature of the genre itself but from social pro-
cesses that elevated the norms of bourgeois
theatre to universal standards. In this sense,
Hildbrand'’s research constitutes not only a
historical reconstruction but also a critical in-
tervention, exposing cultural hierarchies that



are often perceived as natural as the outcome
of contingent power formations.

Moral Regulation, Fiscal Policy, and
Media Change: Coalitions Against the Circus
in Early Twentieth-Century Berlin

In the history of modern performance, there
are few periods in which institutional and so-
cial actors of such different provenance joined
forces against a single genre—as happened,
in this case, with the circus and the variety
theatre in the first decades of the twentieth
century. The book’s third chapter recon-
structs this particularly dense and complex
phase of anti-circus campaigning, when three
previously largely separate fields of power—
the bourgeois theatre lobby, the professional
associations of artists, and urban movements
of moral regulation—suddenly began to point
in the same direction. Although their motiva-
tions differed, the combined effect was the
emergence of a cultural-political apparatus
that drastically reduced the institutional
space available to the circus and contributed
inthe long term to its gradual marginalisation
in the early twentieth century.

The chapter takes as its point of departure
the political discourse surrounding the pro-
posed Imperial Theatre Law (Reichstheater-
gesetz). Around the turn of the century, the
anticipated introduction of a unified theatre
law was widely perceived as a chance to reor-
der the legal and cultural hierarchies of per-
formance. Theatrical circles hoped that the
law would finally fix the notion of “artistic in-
terest” in unambiguous terms and thereby,
on a legal basis, separate “higher” theatrical
forms from “lower” entertainment. For the
theatre lobby, a unified national regulation
promised the institutionalisation of distinc-
tions that had hitherto been sustained pri-
marily through rhetorical and critical dis-
course.

For artists—the “stepchildren” of this leg-
islative framework—the situation was more
complicated. The first artists’ associations,
founded in the 1890s, found themselves in a
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double position. On the one hand, they sought
greater professional recognition, on the other,
they were acutely aware that the genre’s het-
erogeneous and partly informal structures
threatened their reputation from within. Hild-
brand shows with great subtlety how cultural
distinctions emerged within these associa-
tions, separating “respectable,” contract-
holding professional artists from itinerant,
precariously situated performers working in
the Tingeltangel. In defending their own so-
cial prestige, the organisations thus acquired
an interest in distancing themselves from the
lower-status segments of their own field—
above all by stigmatising the Tingeltangel as a
“contaminating” element. From this perspec-
tive, it becomes understandable why the art-
ists’ associations emerged as natural allies of
the theatre lobby: their common ground was
not aesthetic but status-political.

The third pillar of the anti-circus coalition
consisted of moral-regulatory movements
with ecclesiastical backing. The urban moder-
nity of the late nineteenth century generated
a wide array of cultural anxieties: prostitu-
tion, alcoholism, and “urban degeneration”
were perceived by clergy and church councils
as signs of a broader breakdown in social or-
der. Variety and circus—particularly when
they involved female performers or acro-
bats—were frequently drawn into discourses
on sexual deviance, “public immorality,” and
the “corruption” of youth. The term Tingel-
bordell, which appears even in synodal rec-
ords, is telling. By rhetorically linking the
Tingeltangel and the brothel, it suggested that
variety theatres were, in spatial and func-
tional terms alike, part of the city’s “moral
contamination.” The aim of this rhetoric was
not accurate description but the disciplining
of audience behaviour: the reassertion of
control over the entertainment sector at a
historical moment when the Church was los-
ing ground in the increasingly secularised ur-
ban environment.

One particularly characteristic dimension
of the conflict between moral regulation and
the circus concerned Sundays and religious
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feast days. For part of the clergy, it was unac-
ceptable that urban residents should spend
Sundays or major holidays by going to the cir-
cus. Among the conditions they formulated
was the demand that, if clowns were to per-
form at all on such days, they should appear
“without make-up and in civilian dress.” This
seemingly minor detail points to a broader
cultural mechanism in which humour, the
grotesque body, and popular playfulness ap-
peared fundamentally incompatible with the
temporal and spatial norms of religious ob-
servance. What looks like a marginal issue
thus in fact symbolises the larger conflict: a
clash between two mutually exclusive cul-
tural regimes of time.

In the subsequent sections, the chapter
foregrounds the cultural and political history
of the Lustbarkeitssteuer, the entertainment
tax. This levy, which imposed additional fi-
nancial burdens on new forms of popular
amusement, targeted precisely those genres
that had been discursively marked as “lower,”
while the theatre effectively exempted itself
from such measures. Bourgeois theatre thereby
simultaneously expanded its own economic
room for manoeuvre and restricted that of its
rivals. The issue of taxation sharply illumi-
nates the extent to which the maintenance of
genre hierarchies was institutionally embed-
ded in legal and economic mechanisms. Hild-
brand pays particular attention to the specific
vulnerability of circuses to such regulatory
measures. Owing to high operating costs, the
expense of maintaining animals, and the
price of technical apparatus, circuses were es-
pecially sensitive to changes in taxation. The
temporary closure of Circus Busch thus sig-
nalled not merely a business difficulty but an
event of symbolic significance: it indicated
that the state had turned the category of
“high culture” into an instrument of economic
policy.

The final major section of the chapter re-
constructs the multi-factorial history of the
circus's cultural disappearance. The outbreak
of war in August 1914 triggered an acute crisis
of operation: artists were drafted, the feeding

of animals became increasingly difficult, and
the infrastructure of travelling troupes col-
lapsed. The economic crisis restricted audi-
ence mobility, narrowed the possibilities of
urban cultural consumption, and, in many
places, emergency measures made large-
scale performances practically impossible.

Yet this was not the most important rea-
son for the circus’s decline. During this pe-
riod, film became the dominant medium of
urban visual culture. Hildbrand argues that
cinema did not merely introduce a new tech-
nological form; it also appropriated the visual
and dramaturgical logics developed by the
circus: attraction, spectacle, rapid transitions,
exoticism, mass scenes, and visual illusion
were all forms inherited from the circus.
Drawing on early film theory, especially the
work of Tom Gunning and André Gaudreault,
it becomes clear that there is a deep struc-
tural affinity between the “cinema of attrac-
tions” and the circus—except that cinema
could adapt these aesthetic forms far more
flexibly and economically. When cinemas be-
gan to open in rapid succession—often in for-
mer circus buildings—this signalled a radical
reconfiguration of the cultural ecosystem.
The circus was displaced by a new medium of
modern mass culture.

The chapter’s conclusion emphasises that,
although the Imperial Theatre Law was never
actually enacted, the legal and institutional
practices sustaining cultural hierarchies changed
very little. The earlier logic of theatre legisla-
tion, the legal category of “artistic interest,”
and the double standards of the entertain-
ment tax all persisted. The circus and the va-
riety theatre did not disappear in the early
twentieth century because they had become
aesthetically “obsolete,” but because a com-
plex configuration of power emerged that
subjected them simultaneously to social, eco-
nomic, ideological, and cultural pressures.
The self-canonising strategies of bourgeois
theatre, the internal hierarchies of the artists’
associations, the moral discourses of ecclesi-
astical regulation, and the sudden rise of film
together shaped a process that gradually



pushed the circus out of the centre of modern
urban culture.

Conclusion

Hildbrand’s volume offers a comprehensive
reconstruction of the institutional and cul-
tural reconfiguration of the modern circus at
the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies, one that extends far beyond the con-
ventional boundaries of genre history. The
book’s central achievement lies in its refusal
to treat the circus as an isolated form of pop-
ular entertainment. Instead, it conceptualises
the circus as a strategic cultural field of mo-
dernity, a site in which the interests, anxie-
ties, and discursive strategies of multiple so-
cial spheres intersect. The three major sec-
tions of the study—the reconstruction of Ber-
lin’s cultural environment, the analysis of
struggles surrounding theatre legislation, and
the examination of the anti-circus coalition
after 1900—all converge on the same conclu-
sion: the fate of the circus was not an aes-
thetic issue, but a question of cultural power.

At the turn of the century, Berlin’s circus
did not occupy the periphery of theatrical de-
velopment; on the contrary, it stood at the
forefront of technical and organisational in-
novation. The infrastructure of the modern
metropolis, rapidly shifting repertoire strate-
gies, advances in technologies of spectacle,
and practices of mass reception transformed
the circus into a dynamic cultural laboratory.
Within this laboratory, fundamental forms of
modern visual culture—attraction, montage,
the dramaturgy of movement and rhythm—
were articulated for the first time. One of
Hildbrand’s most compelling arguments is
that the circus was not an “inferior” form of
theatre, but rather a precursor of modern vis-
val media, whose technical and aesthetic so-
lutions were later taken up and adapted by
cinema.

At the same time, the cumulative argu-
ment of the chapters demonstrates that artis-
tic and technical innovation alone offered no
guarantee of social recognition. In its effort to
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preserve genre hierarchies, the bourgeois Lit-
eraturtheater lobby developed legal and rhe-
torical instruments designed to displace the
circus into a position “outside culture.” Art-
ists’ associations joined this process partly
out of self-protective motives and partly in
pursuit of social status, while the moral dis-
course of urban regulatory movements por-
trayed the circus—especially variety theatre
and female performers—as a threat to public
morality. The combined effect of these three
fields of interest was not merely the introduc-
tion of administrative restrictions or eco-
nomic burdens, but the targeted devaluation
of the circus’s legitimate cultural status.

The introduction of entertainment taxa-
tion, the legal consolidation of the category
of “artistic interest,” the rhetoric that framed
pantomime as inherently “lower,” and the
construction of the variety theatre as a “dan-
gerous space” all pointed in the same direc-
tion. Modern urban culture was reorganised
according to institutional logics that strength-
ened the position of bourgeois theatre at the
expense of popular entertainment. This pro-
cess did not respond to the aesthetic qualities
of the circus but to the social role it played
within the visual public sphere of modernity.
The circus offered forms of movement, cor-
poreality, spectacle, and exoticism that proved
difficult to accommodate within the norma-
tive frameworks of bourgeois cultural ideol-
ogy.

The book’s final chapter makes clear that
the disappearance of the circus cannot be ex-
plained solely by market forces or technolog-
ical change. Although the economic crisis
triggered by the First World War and the
rapid expansion of cinema accelerated the
process, the weakening of the circus’s cultural
position was driven primarily by mechanisms
of institutional and discursive exclusion. Cin-
ema did not become the successor to the cir-
cus because it was inherently “more ad-
vanced,” but because it was more easily inte-
grated into existing cultural hierarchies by
the state and the bourgeois public sphere.
The circus, by contrast, gradually lost the
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social and cultural space in which it had previ-
ously operated.

Hildbrand’s study is therefore not only a
contribution to circus history but also a criti-
cal work of cultural history. It demonstrates
how artistic hierarchies are produced and sta-
bilised, which institutional instruments are
used to maintain boundaries between “high”
and “low” genres, and how aesthetic, moral,
economic, and political interests converge in
the delegitimation of a cultural form. The
book’s central insight is that the history of the
modern circus is not a narrative of decline,
but a paradigmatic example of the self-can-
onising mechanisms of modern European
culture: the story of how an urban genre that
was technologically and aesthetically for-
ward-looking was gradually excluded from

the official cultural sphere by multiple agents
of cultural power.

For this reason, the conclusion should be
read less as a closure than as an invitation to
a broader rethinking of cultural history.
Hildbrand’s book reminds us that the history
of modern culture is shaped not only by can-
onised genres, but also by those relegated to
the periphery by institutional power. The dis-
appearance of the circus is thus not evidence
of the genre’s weakness, but of a reconfigura-
tion of cultural space—a process in which one
of the most important forms of modern visual
culture gradually gave way to cinema, even as
it played a decisive role in preparing the
ground for that very visual revolution.
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