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The past is a foreign land that you can only come near to. The part of heuris-
tics or imagination may not be overestimated, even though neither of them 
may claim epistemological completeness. They work best together, most 
naturally in the premises of a museum. Central European Art Database 
(CEAD), a Central European research programme of the Olomouc Museum 
of Art, under the auspices of which the conference was held, the procee-
dings of which you are now “holding in your hands”, is taking place between 
the side lines of this Kantian free playing field. It would not be possible wit-
hout a generous support from the International Visegrad Fund and a num-
ber of partner institutions to which we express our thanks.

~
The history of museums is varied as well as their character. Its three symbo-
lical bolts that, however, resemble each other in their focus and less in their 
form, are the ancient Musaeum, the modern twins of wunderkammer/kunst-
kammer and the modernist Institution. Yet, the answer to the question of 
what a museum is, is fundamental - as its purpose is not only to manage, but 
also interpret the world in which we live, while its role reciprocally points out 
to the condition and values of the society, which is not only the founder and 
user of museums, but also the natural referee.

The etymological roots of the word “museum” go back to the name of the 
famous Ptolemy’s Musaeum, loosely translated as the “Temple of the Muses”. 
Similar to Plato’s Academy and Aristotle’s Lykeion, the philosophical schools, 
that are products of the Greek cultural boom in the fourth century B.C., its 
purpose was to assert the universal nature of knowledge, combining art and 
science, learning and discussion. The openness of this type of “educated 
societies” was charmingly depicted (much later) by Raphael in his “School 
of Athens” (1509-1511): Their activities were not perceived as autotelic, but 
on the contrary, as generally beneficial - because they were open in all their 
aspects; they were based not so much on collections of works and relics of 
the world of objects, but rather on libraries and open atriums and gardens 
where you could stroll and talk - because discussion was equally important 
as studying itself.
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Modern collections of scholars and patrons of art, either of wunderkam-
mer or kunstkammer type, had different origin - they did not express so much 
the effort to analyze things, rather to synthesize, therefore control things, 
while the control included both the power aspect of the matter (feudalism as 
opposed to the democratic principle of the Greek polis), and the awareness 
of responsibility (towards God): Through them the ruler-collector symbolical-
ly dominated and managed the human world as a puppet master. Beside real 
objects, objects of magical and ritual nature, mythical creatures and magic 
objects were also important for the collection. Early modern collections of 
wunderkammer and kunstkammer type are characterised by a number of 
remarkable moments, from today’s point of view, among which (beside essen-
tialism resembling Weitz’s theory of “open definition” of art) was the fact that 
they included instruments and means of knowledge, thus, to a great extent 
they are an ideal embodiment of the current understanding of the notions of 
episteme, paradigm and (in a narrower sense) discourse. 

While they endeavoured to understand the world as a whole, the hypo-
thetical leitmotiff of a modern (modernist, nowadays “traditional”) museum, 
an institution that was born at the same time as the modern society and the 
concept of a nation state in the course of the nineteenth century, was to 
incorporate all its aspects under the protective wings of a unifying interpre-
tation. It was this fact that was criticised by new philosophical, cultural and 
historical theories of the 1960s built on the principles of structuralism and 
semiotics. In their reactions, there is the effort to “deconstruct” museum as 
a system somewhat resembling a prison in its principles, based on observ-
ing artificial rules, anticipating passive visitors, a limited range of knowledge 
and a single interpretation of history or art history. A modernist museum, 
seen through this prism, is a building with thick walls that not only absorbs, 
but also digests (defamiliarizing, depriving, misinterpreting) its contents and 
must be, as a type of great narration, fundamentally reviewed.

A general problem of the museum practice that must be dealt with, is nat-
urally the necessity (claiming the right) to make decisions regarding the sig-
nificance of objects, not only ex post, but also ex ante. The negative and posi-
tive features of the process remain in relative balance - meeting in the ability 
(power) to exclude or extract a selected object from the original framework, 
assign an extraordinary status to it, and thus enable its contextually uncon-
taminated study and evaluation, but not experiencing it. The aseptic nature 
of the standard type of museum exhibitions may be counterbalanced by the 
contact with original artwork (the aura of the artwork) which - as it is at least 
assumed - has the potential to achieve the feeling of commitment and con-
templation, however the exceptionality of the experience is dramatically (as 
an example of elitism and fetishism) questioned by new theories of art. 

The current “post-museum”, instructed by the critics, therefore tries to 
upset the principle of exclusivity and make its premises a replica of real envi-
ronment in which objects of all types are given the chance to come back to 
life, at least in a simulated manner. The new museum, in its effort to revoke 
the original meaning of its name, is open to experiment, the programmes are 
of broad spectrum and include many activities loosely related to its profes-
sional sphere of activities (however, they are a part of the cultural frame-
work). Visitors are able (obliged) to participate in its operation and contents – 
influencing both the interpretation and the evaluation of the objects and 
topics, and the manner of new education or the consciousness of a collective 
identity. For that purpose, all critical and professional tools are available to 
them which they can modify as they like (with the help of their creativity and 
knowledge). In this sense, a museum is a space where nothing is static and all 
is subject to discussion because the past is ever alive, to be experienced and 
pondered. 

A number of heritage institutions therefore uses the LARP (Live Action 
Role Play) system, creating installations that you can actively enter. The 
simulated “first-hand” experience is to prevent the devaluation or misinter-
pretation of the past (the lack of knowledge makes us to repeat the same 
mistakes) - and through its interactivity, connectivity, flexibility and an end-
less list of other “-ities”, it helps to avoid any reducing “isms”. The similarity to 
other areas of human culture is not accidental - for fear of passivity or getting 
stuck in a system of simulacra, activity and personal engagement is more 
often required with objects that were not the typical subject of the proces-
sualisation of perception – e.g. concerning artworks the “object properties” 
of which have been questioned for at least four decades. This development 
is clearly related to a general approach to education the definition limit of 
which is no more to know as much as possible, but to know (learn) to one’s 
best ability. Exhibitions in the traditional museum presenting knowledge as 
whole and solid thus became a public space declaring it as fragmentary and 
varied in its nature. 

Electronical databases represent the culmination of the process - they are 
one of the versions of a museum without walls, accessible without restric-
tions, and conditioned in its use only by observing the elementary rules (such 
as those expressed in the principles of the legal protection of Creative Com-
mons). The databases - and CEAD is no different in this regard - aim at the 
greatest richness possible of data and information about a particular topic 
possible, which may be combined with as many ways as possible under such 
conditions that are as user friendly. Disregarding the fact that they declare 
their openness, community properties and pro-activeness, the reality is natu-
rally different, not only because they must be created and maintained, as well 
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as filled and checked - in reality, behind the mask of a free environment, a ma-
nipulative system with a capital “S” is operating, which, in this particular case, 
is a computer. The real challenge of today is to create a reciprocal system of 
“openness - knowledgeability”, without detriment to any of the possible ways 
leading to understanding the past, imagination and heuristics.

The advantage of the database administered by the Olomouc Museum of 
Art, Central European Art Database, is the fact that it is a parallel to a more 
comprehensive and, first and foremost, the actual project of the Olomouc 
Central European Forum, the original idea being to substitute a permanent 
exhibition of Central European art of the second half of the twentieth centu-
ry. In the virtual environment it means providing the most complete informa-
tion possible about selected artists and their works, but also creating inter-
pretation background, both in the form of visual (gallery), audiu-visual (video), 
and text tools (profiles, virtual library, in the future archives). Activities con-
nected with the virtual environment are at the same time intentionally modi-
fied and tested in real environment - in museum exhibitions, the collections, 
public and educational programmes, such as the current conference. That 
is also the reason (and manner) why (how) CEAD continuously explores and 
defines its own limits, which, in the end - in the first place - are related to the 
topic on which it focuses.  

Central Europe is a topographic name the meaning of which has changed 
many times; its borders are not clear - all the more so in a world that is truly 
global. It is a maze of many loosely connected themes, motifs and events, 
the meaning of which is often just a construct that is as such prone to revi-
sions. Although limited, for those who explore it, it is still a universe in the 
true sense of the word - hence its graphic solution that in a very functional 
way implies our understanding of the relations between individual cultural 
domains, the significance of small and great themes and their relations. It is 
the connections, parallels and similarities we are looking for - even negative 
findings are important. In this sense, we confess to following the assumption 
of the Enlightenment that the truth exists, even though it is virtually impos-
sible to come close to it.

~
The conference held in April 2016 was - hopefully - the first of a number 

of interdisciplinary meetings on this ground. The epicentre was the “topic of 
research” itself: Central Europe between 1945 and 1989, with the aim to de-
fine the fundamental issues or to try and find a language in which they may 
be identified and methods by which they may be explored.

The proceedings presenting selected papers are divided into two parts 
the topics of which, however, are overlapping. Symbolically, it is opened by a 
paper by Krysztow Kozakowski devoted to the diversity of the cultural roots 

of Central Europe. Krysztow Kozakowski points out to another aspect - the di-
versity of the cultural roots. Piotr Sikora, based on an example of contempo-
rary art, deals with the idea of Intermarium within which all Central European 
countries are situated. 

The second part is characterised by its focus on the area of action art and 
the conceptual tendencies or its political connotations - which, is the logical 
leitmotif of the whole meeting. Katalin Cseh-Varga and Krystóf Nagy are deal-
ing with the immaterialisation of the expressions of Hungarian neo-avant-
garde generation. Vladimír Havlík concentrates on performance art, the par-
allels between individual cultural domains and circuits, pointing out, among 
others, to the remarkable visual similarities of motifs and motivations with 
different contents. Perin Emel Yavuz focuses on the issue of the procedural 
background of events and happenings organized in Slovakia in the 1970s, e.g. 
by Alex Mlynárčik. And Jana Šindelová presents and contextualizes Václav 
Cigler as an art figure. The obvious aspects of the period political situation 
are introduced by Krisztina Üveges, namely by the example of the relation-
ship of the Hungarian political establishment to reproduction techniques 
(serigraphy). 

If the leitmotif is not just the meeting, but also the art of the whole second 
half of the twentieth century of activation and conceptualisation, Zuzana 
Bartošová in her paper dedicated to the strategies of Slovak conceptual 
artists and the comparison with the situation in the West closes the whole 
meeting in a natural way. The story of Central Europe unfolded in an almost 
Hegelian manner - either within its framework or not (not!), anyway, the art 
represents a space for freedom where the boundaries do not apply and the 
differences and intensity are its most valuable features. 

Central European Art Database / Regional Museum of the 21st Century
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Kamil Kozakowski
Cultural roots of Central Europe
What really is Central Europe? The basic problem that prevents a specific 
answer to the question, is that, there are many Central Europes in the Euro-
pean and global awareness. For some researchers, the term is synonymous 
with the Visegrad Group. For economists, also Slovenia is placed in Central 
Europe, and according to geographers even such countries as Liechtenstein, 
Germany, Austria and Switzerland are Central European countries. We can 
note that the variability of the borders of Central Europe depends on geo-
graphical and economic factors, which force the Europeans to create certain 
classification and segregation in order to organize Europe in some way. The 
real problem appears when  people try to determine the cultural borders of 
Central Europe. The main issue is not the question: how to shape cultural 
boundaries of Central Europe but rather the main question is: does some-
thing like Central Europe exist?

 Czesław Miłosz wrote:

I assume there is such a thing as Central Europe, even though 
many people deny its existence, beginning with statesmen 
and journalists who persist in calling it “Eastern Europe” and 
ending with my friend Joseph Brodsky, who prefers to reserve 
for it the name of “Western Asia.” In these decades of the 
20th century, Central Europe seems to exist only in the minds 
of some of its intellectuals1.

Polish Nobel Prize winner is not the only intellectual for whom the question 
of the existence of Central Europe plays a key role in the discussion on the 
identity of this part of the Old Continent. Czech essayist Josef Kroutvor in 
his contemplation about the identity of the Central European also concludes 
that this term is perhaps understandable only by meteorologists who fore-
cast the weather, but Kroutvor argued that, we should clarified this term in 
more details2. As he wrote:

Central Europe is now a concept comprehensible only for 
meteorologists. Sometimes we are being told that in Central 

1 Miłosz, Cz. O naszej Europie. [online]. Newsweek, 2014. Available on-line at: (http://www.
newsweek.pl/o-naszej-europie,45872,1,1.html). [29 March 2016] [Translated by Kamil Kozakow-
ski]

2 Kroutvor, J. Europa Środkowa: anegdota i historia. Translated by Jan Stachowski. Izabelin:  
Świat literacki, 1998, p. 108.

Europe there will be cloudy or it will be sunny. No other re-
ports.  Sometimes it will be rainy. The message is unclear and 
too vague to satisfy us. We should try to define this term more 
clearly3.

Indeed, it is impossible not to agree with the Czech author, that the existence 
of Central Europe in meteorological and geographical map of the world, or 
in the calculation of economists is not a problem. But when  a question of 
separate identity and culture of the inhabitants of this part of Europe appears, 
this thread becomes not only problematic. Many people also have called into 
question the existence of this region, which in the economic and geographi-
cal discourse is clearly defined. For the majority of Europeans there is no such 
thing as Central Europe, because in the collective consciousness the Old Con-
tinent is divided into east and west, or sometimes it is also one common place, 
outside very foggy and a completely strange borderlands, which are called “the 
East” and which rest on the borders of Ukraine or often even closer.

Where is the beginning of the borders of Central Europe and whether such 
boundaries actually exist? If so, where to look for the roots of this region, 
which, according to Czesław Miłosz exists only in the minds of local thinkers 
and intellectuals? Czech essayist Milan Kundera is widely believed to be the 
main initiator of the discussion about the existence of Central Europe. Dis-
cussion which began during the second half of the twentieth century, more 
precisely in the 80s, which were already a harbinger of changes in this part 
of Europe, having once again bring it closer to the west. Why there was no 
need of separating this part of Europe from its western and eastern parts in 
the previous centuries? In ancient times most of the area  today recognized 
as territories of Central Europe – was outside the Roman limes and thus the 
“civilized” world. Our regions were even not affected by the lingua franca, 
which was identified as a sign of culture and civilization in Europe. Despite 
this, however, the countries of Central Europe, such as Poland, the Czech 
Republic and Hungary have been included in the area of Christian European 
tradition, getting the baptism from Rome. As a result, after the great schism, 
these countries were not only on the side of Western civilization and papal 
influence, but also assumed the role of defenders of Christian Europe against 
its enemies, while defining its boundaries4.

In the nineteenth century, one of the professors of the University of St. 
Petersburg, said that the special achievement of the Polish state was the 
fact that it did not allow the destructive Western culture penetrate Russia. 

3 Kroutvor 1998, p. 108. [Translated by Kamil Kozakowski]

4 Tyszka, A. Przestrzeń kulturowa „środka Europy”. In: Tyszka, A. Róża wiatrów Europy. Warsza-
wa: Oficyna Naukowa, 1999, p. 33.

For illustrations/photographs and to see the recording of the presentation, visit the following website: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CXhAz4QY0w8&list=PLWRZTvgljmri7n4FNtjGqM2gmFhqtgxLf&index=7
Last accessed: April 28, 2016.

http://www.newsweek.pl/o-naszej-europie,45872,1,1.html
http://www.newsweek.pl/o-naszej-europie,45872,1,1.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CXhAz4QY0w8&list=PLWRZTvgljmri7n4FNtjGqM2gmFhqtgxLf&index=7
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Indeed, Poland and other Central European countries served as a barrier, 
separating themselves from the influence of the west and east5. On the other 
hand, Central Europe acted as not only a barrier but also as a connector and 
place of dialogue of two separate cultures, which also had a strong influence 
on its inhabitants. This created an culturally unique region – an uncommon 
combination of values and influences borrowed from both  east and the west. 
The cultural bridge was - according to John Paul II’s - a great strength of Cen-
tral Europe, which could breathe with the both “lungs” of Christianity and a 
common European cultural heritage6, which before the Great Schism were 
unity, referring to the common and long christian tradition.

However, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in the Polish conscious-
ness, constituting border between eastern culture of the Western, concept of 
the East did not have a negative connotation. Contrary, East was associated 
with great and inspiring culture and had an important place in Polish culture. 
This situation changed after the partitions, when the connotations with the 
East began to be associated mainly with Russia and its policy of conquest. 
The triumph of capitalism in Europe was critical for the concept of the „East”. 
The new order created distinction between rich, advanced capitalist western 
countries and passive, exploited countries of the East, which permanently 
enrolled in the European consciousness7. At the same time there was a clear 
separation of Europe into east and west which raised the inhabitants of Cen-
tral Europe express a strong desire to separate from the civilization of the 
east, commonly being associated with the economic backwardness.

Where can we look for the roots of Central Europe which exists as a separate 
community in the minds of the intellectuals? We must remember how cultur-
ally diverse area are we talking about. Because of the large cultural differ-
ences as well as the multitude of the nations of Central Europe, I suggest to 
use in the context of this community the term: Etnia, proposed by Anthony D. 
Smith. According to British researcher, Etnia is an ethnic collectivity, which 
includes the differences and similarities between modern national wholes 
and feelings, and collective cultural wholes and feelings of previous eras. 
Characteristic of Etnia are elements such as the need to identify within the 
community in order to gain individual identity, based on historical and cultur-
al community. Smith notes that “core” of Etnia is transmitted in the historical 

5  Serczyk, W.A. Między wschodem a Zachodem. In: A. Garlicki. Sąsiedzi i inni. Warszawa: 
Czytelnik, 1978, p. 10.

6  Zenderowski R.  Europa Środkowa jako „ucieczka przed Wschodem” czy „pomost” między 
Wschodem i Zachodem?. In: R. Zenderowski. Europa Środkowa: wspólnota czy zbiorowość. 
Wrocław: Ossolineum, 2004, pp. 43-46.

7  Kieniewicz J. Orientalność polska. In: A. Garlicki, Sąsiedzi i inni.  Warszawa: Czytelnik, 1978, 
pp. 80-89.

record that shapes the individual experience of the community8. Etnia is thus 
a kind of community based on common values which create collective iden-
tity and purpose. Anthony D. Smith notes that each Etnia must have a com-
mon origin myth and the common experience of the past explaining the ori-
gin, evolution and destiny of the community9. I think that this common myth 
of origin and history should be treated as cultural roots of community called 
Central Europe. So where could we find a origin myth of Central Europe?

Milan Kundera decided that the most important in the study of the roots and 
traditions of Central Europe are aesthetic and cultural categories. As argued 
baroque set a certain unity to this multinational area. Kundera said that the 
expression of this community could be found especially in music which, ac-
cording to the Czech writer, is best way of expressing the values of Central 
Europe and their impact on the whole continent. Czesław Miłosz wondered 
about the borders of his native region in the context of the architectural bor-
ders10, also finding the baroque as the common element. As he wrote:

It is not easy to draw the borders, while walking through 
the streets of her cities, it is difficult to doubt her stubborn 
life, whether it be in my baroque Vilnius, or in other baroque 
Prague, whether in the Middle Age and Renaissance Du-
brovnik11.

Josef  Kroutvor claimed that the spirit of Central Europe is best visible in the 
literature of this region. As he argued, it is the sense of absurdity, narrowness, 
and a kind of melancholy leading to catastrophic vision that is characteris-
tic of Central European writers which include Franz Kafka, Jaroslav Hague, 
Bruno Schulz, and Milan Kudera12. It should be noted that this catastrophism, 
which translates into a search for Central European identity is characteristic 
not only for Milan Kudera, but also for Czesław Miłosz, who in his youth was a 
catastrophist. 

Childhoods of Czesław Miłosz and Milan Kundera took place in the post-
war, the Versailles order, when both Poland and Czechoslovakia gained 
independence after years of enslavement by neighboring powers. The newly 
established State was not treated on  par with Western European countries, 

8  Smith A.D.  Etniczne źródła narodów. Translated by Małgorzata Głowacka-Grajper. Kraków: 
Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego, 2009, pp. 17-19.

9  Smith 2009, p. 33.

10  Szubska R. Wariacje środkowoeuropejskie. O różnorodności i wspólnocie. In: Tyszka, A. Róża 
wiatrów Europy. Warszawa: Oficyna Naukowa, 1999, pp. 17-18.

11  Miłosz 2004. [Translated by Kamil Kozakowski]

12  Szubska 1999, p. 19.

Kamil Kozakowski / Cultural roots of Central Europe
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but rather treated as dependent and unstable republic in Eastern Europe, 
which was caused by economic factors, equating Western capitalism and the 
modern economy. Jan Kieniewicz wrote that Poland in the era of indepen-
dence was recognized by Western countries as an eastern country, same as 
Czechoslovakia and Hungary. The newly established countries tried to hide 
this „easternity” at all cost, fighting to eliminate elements of Eastern culture 
and adapt to the standards of Western capitalism and perception13. All this 
caused great difficulties and sudden changes in the identity of the inhabit-
ants of Central European countries, who were brought to the superpower 
vision suddenly felt as inferior and unwanted cousins of their western neigh-
bors. This had a very significant impact on the mainstream of catastrophism, 
which Kroutvor mentioned and which has intensified even after the Second 
World War. It turned out that Central Europe is not wanted by Western coun-
tries which easily agreed to donate them in the influences of Stalin. Lowering 
the Iron Curtain was an event which like no other separated Central Europe 
from Western brutally snatching Central Europe with the her roots, which 
this region shared with Western Europe.
I would like to recall one more description of Central Europe by Josef Krout-
vora which describes this part of Europe. He wrote:

Over Central Europe there rises the heavy smell of boiled cab-
bage, stale beer, and the soapy whiff of overripe water melons 
(...) The frontiers are vague and irrational; and it is only the 
smell which permits one to identify [the region] with absolute 
certainty14.

It is necessary to ask a question at this point, whether these words of Czech 
essayist are not the most important in the search for the roots of Central 
Europe? Especially that, also Czesław Miłosz gave a special role to the air 
and atmosphere of Central Europe. As Nobel Prize winner spoke, the air in 
America is incredibly light and refreshing. But Miłosz, as a man of Central 
Europe had a big problems to get used to the local air. In Miłosz’s opinion, not 
capitalism and not a modernity were that were main factors, which appar-
ently differed Poland from the United States, but just the air and atmosphere. 
Refreshing, and devoid of melancholy, which leaded Poles to drink vodka air, 
turned out to be for Pole a impassable barrier and obstacle15. Milosz felt lost, 
due to the lack of that melancholy, which turned out to him suddenly ex-
tremely valuable and needed. 

We are unable to determine the real boundaries of the region in a fair and 
completely neutral manner. If, as Norman Davies and Timothy Garton Ash 

13  Kieniewicz 1978, p. 91.

14  Kroutvor 1998, p. 7. [Translated by Kamil Kozakowski]

15  Miłosz Cz. Rodzinna Europa. Kraków: Wydawnictwo Literackie, 2001, pp. 291-292.

say, Central Europe is a spiritual community, which people can’t draw by 
using physical frontlines16. Also, Polish writer Andrzej Stasiuk in his books 
devoted much attention to the problems of Central Europe, which in his 
opinion, is clearly separated from the Eastern Europe. But for Stasiuk, is also 
impossible to draw physical boundaries of this part of  Europe. In the opinion 
of Polish writer, the spiritual and sensual experience is needed to express 
the essence of Central Europe. We must clearly say that for Stasiuk, borders 
of Central Europe are rather individual, not a universal concept. As Stasiuk 
wrote:

If I have to invite some a coat of arms for Central Europe, in the 
first square it will be a twilight, and in the next square it will be 
a void. The first one as a sign of non-obviousness, and the sec-
ond one as a sign of untamed space. Very beautiful coat with 
a slightly faint contours, which can be filled with imagination. 
Or by dream17.

Then maybe we should look for the core of the community at this very char-
acteristic melancholy, which can be felt in the air and her traces could be 
found in the literature, music and fine arts. This melancholy is a trace of the 
past and the history of the region, which, according to Miłosz was marked by 
constant oppression by the Turks, Austrians, Germans and Russians. Indeed, 
the history of Central Europe is associated with the desire to impose a new 
identity to the region by its successive occupants. However the most tragic 
episode for the Central European was post-war period. Not only because of 
the greater separation of Central Europe from the West by the Iron Curtain. 
The real problem was Stalin’s attempt to snatch the Central Europe with all 
its roots, not only Western, but also Eastern, which together formed a whole. 
Soviet leader wanted to create a region without history and identity in Central 
Europe  - a region which was defined only by vodka, beer and boiled cabbage. 
On the other hand, a strong separation from the Western world and the East, 
based on melancholy and common historical experience, helped in the 80s of 
the twentieth century to create a specific community of nations, Etnia, char-
acterized by community of origin, experience and objectives. 

Once again I would like to recall the words of Karol Wojtyła, who said that 
special and huge strength of Central Europe is possibility to breathe not 
only by one, but two lungs of Europe, which should constitute a whole. Other 
regions do not already have such  possibility. The peoples of Central Europe 
usually feel some inferiority in relation to the West, which often makes it 

16 Tyszka 1999,  p. 43.

17 Andruchowycz, J.; Stasiuk, A. Moja Europa.  Radom: Wydawnictwo Czarne, 2000, p. 102. 
[Translated by Kamil Kozakowski]
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impossible to promote their ideas and identity. Unfortunately, there is still 
the old belief that vodka, beer and cabbage are the only values that Central 
European countries can bring to the European community. Could we instead 
think that our experience and multicultural roots are the most treasured 
values which may again transform Central Europe into a bridge between East 
and West and start a cultural dialogue, which is extremely necessary in nowa-
days? 
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Piotr Sikora 
INTERMARIUM  
The dream of an empire

The literal translation of a latin term “intermarium” is “intersea” or “between-
seas” and relates to Baltic and Black Sea, thus Intermarium leads us to a non-
specific region, neither western nor eastern part of Europe that for centuries 
has been remaining in constant pressure under dominant empires. The idea 
of Intermarium came to live in the beginning of 19th century as a political con-
cept reuniting several countries placed between West; interpreted as Germa-
ny and Austria, and East: Russia. The coalition was supposed to be a remedi-
um that creates an alliance of countries which share the same bloody history 
based on indisputable struggle on their way to independence. According to 
polish aristocrat and politician Prince Adam Jerzy Czartoryski - fully achieved 
independence for the countries in this particular part of Europe was only pos-
sible by creating a political agreement, an alliance of forces that all together 
could stand against their common enemies. Otherwise Central-Eastern Eu-
rope would be always dependent on dominant Russia and Germany. As he 
would put it: 

“Having extended her sway south and west, and being by the 
nature of things unreachable from the east and north, Russia 
becomes a source of constant threat to Europe”1. 

For Czartoryski who lived on the exile in Paris cultivating dream of great 
Poland, just to remind that back then there was no such a country on the 
European maps, independence was a matter of honour and resistance. We 
can be sure that his plans was to recall Polish – Lithuanian Commonwealth, 
state build by Jagiellonian dynasty that for almost two centuries ruled over 
the lands between Black and Baltic Sea. Jagiellonian Kings ruled also in King-
dom of Bohemia and Hungary, while their reign they have manage to create 
a country that can be taken as a constitutive model for Intermarium empire. 
Marian Dziewianowski, a polish historian who studied thoroughly Czartorys-
ki’s concept, finds a conclusion that connects the history of late Middle Ages 
with 20th century. 

1 Dziewianowski, M.K. Polski pionier zjednoczonej Europy (“A Polish Pioneer of a United Eu-
rope”). Gwiazda Polarna (Pole Star), 2005, vol. 96, no. 19, pp. 10–11.

For illustrations/photographs and to see the recording of the presentation, visit the following website:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BHx0TvghaYM
Last accessed: June 28, 2016.
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“Nevertheless the Prince’s endeavor constitutes a (vital) link (between) the 
16th-century Jagiellon (federative prototype) and Józef Piłsudski’s federative-
Prometheist program (that was to follow after World War I).”2 

Józef Pilsudski polish leader and creator of independent polish state after 
World War I urged to use Czartoryski’s plan as a fundament for reestablish-
ing federative Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. The reason was to secure 
newly created democratic republics from communistic Soviet Union. His goal 
was to build strong counterweight to Bolshevik imperialism. Resurrection 
of federative Commonwealth under polish leadership and based on Polish-
Ukrainian axis dooms its realisation from the start. Once again project to cre-
ate a coalition between Odessa and Gdansk had to became a futuristic tale 
without any solid perspectives. Yet even today the idea of federative state 
that could be an plan B for the European Union has its comeback. Recently 
elected Polish President Andrzej Duda emphasized it already at the begin-
ning of his presidency: “I am considering the idea of   creating a partnership 
bloc stretching from the Baltic to the Black and the Adriatic seas.”3 Natural 
core for such an agreement would be the Visegrad Four: the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Poland and Slovakia. Apparently most of the countries that creates 
this semi-political alliance took a nationalistic turn choosing in recent elec-
tions populist parties keen on bringing-up such an utopian projects. With 
Poland taking the lead, Intermarium common front would rather be a failure 
without any actual goals and political meaning. As we may read in Edward 
Lucas article analyzing the idea of Intermarium nowadays: “History suggests 
that Poland’s greatest disasters come when it overestimates its strength.”4 

Having this on our minds we decided to use concept of Intermarium as a trig-
ger, a key-word, a provocative name for a project addressing phantasms and 
images employed by Central European countries when they wish to define 
their position towards Western Europe and other countries of the region.

The project took as its starting point Ziemowit Szczerek’s “Rzeczpospolita 
Zwycięska” (“The Victorious Republic”), a book that tells an alternative story 
of the Second World War. Szczerek based his narrative on authentic plans 
for the development of Poland drafted in the interwar period by politicians, 

2 Dziewianowski 2005, p. 10.

3 Urbanskaya, Т.; Honcharov, К.  Intermarium Alliance - Will the idea became reality? Unian. 
Information Agency. Available on-line: (http://www.unian.info/politics/1110820-intermarium-
alliance-will-the-idea-become-reality.html). [03 April 2016]

4 Lucas, E. The Dream of the Intermarium. Center for European Policy Analysis. Available 
on-line (http://www.unian.info/politics/1110820-intermarium-alliance-will-the-idea-become-
reality.html). [03.04.2016]

urban planners, and economists.5 Making references to the economic situa-
tion and geopolitical conditions of the period, Szczerek constructs a vision of 
Poland that joins forces with the Allies in 1939 and wins the September Cam-
paign. Subsequently, Poland becomes a leader in the region. It joins with Slo-
vakia into one state, and then constructs a confederacy together with Czech 
Republic and Hungary, Lithuania, Romania and Yugoslavia. This way, Poland 
creates a political entity that sentimentally re-enacts the Golden Age of the 
Jagiellonian dynasty, the “intermarium,” a country that stretches “in-between 
two seas.” 

This federation of the countries, with Poland as the leader, functions for sev-
eral years and then spectacularly collapses. The imperial dream turns out 
a mere illusion, proves Szczerek in his novel. The coalition of Intermarium 
falls into pieces very quickly, while its idea, when confronted with “general 
impossibility,” proves too weak to unite number of countries of this part of 
Europe.6 This “impossibility,” as well as the reasons for the decline of the po-
litical phantasm of Intermarium, provoked us to create an exhibition about 
the potential of our region described with tongue in cheek. What we found 
extremely interesting was that indisputable leader of Intermarium would be 
Poland, country that was never big and potent enough to became an empire 
but always keen on coming this imperialistic dream true. Western pattern 
of empire can’t be easily applied to Central Europe due to the lack of demo-
cratic structures and habits that construct regional identities.7 The concept 
of an exhibition once again examine ideas such as unity, community and soli-
darity in the time of political instability.

The project attempts to sketch the specificity of each of the former Eastern 
block countries through the prism of their image of themselves, their role and 
position towards other European states, as well as their aspirations, contra-
dictions, and common interests. Taking historical examples of imperialistic 
structures such as Habsburg Empire or Soviet Union we wanted to map the 
current approach toward idea of an empire that goes beyond concept of 
independent state and recall slavic affiliation. Meanwhile Austro-Hungarian 
Empire remain covered in nostalgia fog, post-communistic trauma is still a vi-
brant issue especially when we look at it from point of view of a lost heritage. 
Having said that we cannot forget about socialistic connections and decades 

5 Szczerek, Z. Rzeczpospolita Zwycięska (“The Victorious Republic”), Kraków: Znak 2012.

6 Term “general impossibility” (ogólna niemożność) is one of the favourite Witold Gombrowicz’s 
buzz-word to understand the reason for polish, or maybe central-european tendency to fail in 
process of catching up with western model of democracy.  

7 Term “lack” is another key-word thoroughly described by Jan Sowa in his book Fantomowe 
ciało króla. Peryferyjne zmagania z nowoczesną formą [The Phantom Body of the King. 
Peripheral Struggles with a Modern Form], Krakow 2011.
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of bridges’ building  between different countries involved in the former East-
ern-Blok. To set-up a phantasy of an empire was to understand better what is 
our own relationship toward utopia established at the Yalta Conference and 
how we all refer to the crucial moment of 1989 and decade after that.  

To account for the reality of the 1990s in the countries of the former Eastern 
Block, Jürgen Habermas coined the term the catching-up revolution.8 The 
very terms: “revolution,” “velvet revolution,” and the Polish notion of “transfor-
mation” still remain debatable. At the same time, they do capture the variety 
of ways in which particular countries reviewed their communist past, seeking 
their way outside the Iron Curtain. The specificity of the rectifying revolution 
can be found in its lack of concrete postulates or clear visions for changing 
reality, which characterised major revolutionary projects such as the October 
Revolution or the French Revolution. The goal of creating visions of a better, 
even utopian future was reduced to the wish to reach the living standards of 
the rich West, to achieve its colourful prosperity and idealised democracy. 
The much desired West “flooded” the neglected East with the blessing of VHS 
cassettes, fake shoes, cheap sunbeds and businessmen in holey socks. An 
exotic mix of the 1990s. Post-communist greyness tinted by the new democ-
racies with willow-green and purple. As the Croatian sociologist Boris Buden 
aptly defined it: “the misery of catching up.”9

Waves and counter-waves of “catching-up revolutions” structured the way we 
perceive our post-communistic past - the unwanted antecedents of crippled 
capitalism of nowadays. The whole process of transformation shows that 
democracy articulates itself in culture; it creates codes, languages and last 
but not least metaphors that can be widely interpreted and distributed in 
society.10 The transition moment thoroughly analyze by Boris Buden was 
based very often on throwing the baby out with the bathwater which in wider 
perspective will have its resemblance in further generations. The metaphor of 
the Intermarium, everlasting (or not lasting at all) empire can be a new way of 
articulation needs of the society and construct perspective on communistic 
past that we all share in Central Eastern Europe.  

But it wasn’t only the way we think about post-communism that drove us to 
the subject of Intermarium. What remain a very interesting topic was a na-

8 Habermas, J. Nachholende Revolution und linker REvisionsvedarf. Was heist Sozialismus 
heute? in: Die nachholende Revolution. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1990, pp. 179-203. 

9 Buden, B. Nędza doganiania. In: Strefa przejscia. O koñcu postkomunizmu. Warszawa: 
Wydawnictwo Krytyki Politycznej, 2012, pp. 47-65.  

10 The importance of new metaphors in culture was a main point of process of culture-making 
described by Richard Rorty in his book Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1989.

tionalistic turn that is specifying current tendencies in politics in Hungary, 
Slovakia and  Poland. “We remember better future” this sentence shows per-
fectly what is the fundament of right-oriented inclinations in central-europe-
an countries. Not to mention fear of the Significant Other - refugees escaping 
Middle East war - and military conflict in Ukraine that may herald bigger clash 
between Russia and European Union. By engaging model of an empire we’re 
igniting a flirt between right-oriented terminology and critical thinking that by 
default belongs to left-side of the political scene. The bottom line would be an 
intention to treat Intermarium as an open field for the artistic gestures that 
doesn’t have to be rooted in current political situation but rather in dynamics 
of artists’ groups being seen as a micro example for a macro scale phenom-
enon. Taking as a motto phrase from Rafani “Our union is a higher form of 
individuality” we’d like to explore how the model of an empire embodies the 
higher needs of post-soviet democracies and why is it so present in central-
European context.    

In the exhibition we also trace the changes of the perception on the Central-
Eastern European community across several generations of artists. The time-
frame for reflection on artistic identity of the countries of Central Europe was 
set by research conducted, among others, by Piotr Piotrowski, Boris Groys 
who established basics for horizontal history - released from West/East jux-
tapositioning. That was also the reason we have decided to work with IRWIN 
artists’ group who established an idea to rewrite the history of art. The prob-
lem of westernisation and reference to Western standards was widely dis-
cussed by art critics and explored by artist active in the artistic scene of the 
region in the 1990s. In the hands of artists of the region, art often becomes a 
tool for research on issues related to history and national identity. The exhibi-
tion presents examples of aesthetics verging on art and propaganda, typical 
of totalitarian systems.

Radicalism of artistic groups taking part in the exhibition stems from the 
need to move outside the still ardent conflict between the East and the West. 
The awareness of the clinch of Central Europe comes back as a wish to re-
work totalitarian symbols, national authorities, dreams of power, and history 
as a sphere of manipulation of the present and construction of visions for 
the future. Has the issue of regional identity fallen into oblivion together with 
both fading and unwanted memories of the common coexistence under the 
surveillance of the Big Brother? Employing the figure of Intermarium, a phan-
tasmatic empire in-between two seas, we spin visions of the lost or perhaps 
never-existing community whose nature is aptly expressed by the work made 
by IRWIN group: Now is the time for a new state. Some say that this is where 
you will find happiness.

Piotr Sikora  / INTERMARIUM The dream of an empire
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Katalin Cseh-Varga, Kristóf Nagy
The Anti-Football of the Hungarian 
Neo-Avant-Garde. Crossing Art into 
Immateriality

Hungarian art historian, theoretician, networker and curator László Beke ad-
dressed “star curator” Harald Szeemann (Green, Gardner 2016) in 1972, at that 
time preparing documenta 5 with a carefully constructed plan for an “exhibi-
tion within the exhibition”. The plan not only consisted of mostly conceptual 
artworks related to football, but of a football game to be organized in the 
pompous building of Kassel’s Fridericianum. In a quite surprising form, action 
and sport could have entered the museum’s space.

To talk about performative turns – as coined by e.g. Erika Fischer-Lichte 
and Dieter Mersch (Fischer-Lichte 2004; Fischer-Lichte, Wulf 2001; Mersch 
2002) – in visual culture during the 20th century is common practice in The-
atre and Performance Studies of a “Western” tradition, but haven´t been 
debated so far in the context of neo-avant-garde art on the other side of the 
Iron Curtain, although Fischer-Lichte identified one of these performative 
turns in the event-based activities of postwar avant-gardes regardless of their 
geopolitical location. In a shortened form one could explain the performative 
turn (we are especially interested in and which turned up in the 1950s) as 
a discharge of a classical understanding of the artwork and of the perception 
manner that marked the alteration from work- to process- or event-aesthet-
ics (Umathum 2011). As a consequence of this turn works of art appeared in 
the museum/gallery situation that blurred the border between subject and 
object (Umathum 2011). The appropriation of the artwork became the result 
of an experience that happened either through cognitive or through corporal-
sensual perception, or through the mixture of the two (Umathum 2011). 

In a not so pejorative meaning as in the case of Michael Fried one can 
equate this understanding of performativity with his “space of experience” 
(Fried 1998) the White Cube of exhibition practice represents. In my under-
standing the space of experience in a museum/gallery, or even outside of 
these institutions, had been challenged by a number of postwar avant-gard-
ists both in Western and in Eastern regions. It happens in the 1960s that 
experiencing art in museums/galleries (partly) leaves the reserved theatri-
cality of Fried behind (Umathum 2011) and invites to mental and/or physical 
collaboration.

For illustrations/photographs and to see the recording of the presentation, visit the following website:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CXhAz4QY0w8&index=7&list=PLWRZTvgljmri7n4FNtjGqM2gmFhqtgxLf
Last accessed: June 28, 2016.
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In present paper we would like to address the question how immateriality and 
performativity became core elements of the neo-avant-garde art practices in 
Hungary? Through analyzing Beke´s Hungarian Foot Art Club exhibition-ac-
tion-draft, originally conceptualized by László Lakner as the Foot Art project 
in 1970, that was sent to Harald Szeemann in early 1972, we attempt to ap-
proach de-materialization as an international language of artistic expression 
in the Cold War era. Furthermore, we are interested in investigating the rela-
tionship between the rather marginalized artist community of nine to eleven 
avant-gardists in Kádár´s Hungary and the eleven best international artists 
challenged by them at the “landmark 1972 edition of documenta” (Green, 
Gardner 2016). We will in addition investigate the problematic of underground 
art’s social recognition, the irony included into anti-football, the paradox of 
institutional critique along with the role of dominant curator personalities.

In the first section of the paper, as already done before, we will bring into line 
some basic thoughts on the interest of Hungarian postwar avant-gardists in, 
what Lucy Lippard called, the de-materialization of the art object (ed. Lippard 
1997) and how it could have influenced the conceptualization of the Hungar-
ian Foot Art Club. 

We do believe that there was also a performative turn in the Hungarian fine/
visual art scene that became more and more visible during the second half 
of the 60s. The consequences are manifold, but some types of performativity 
can certainly be determined. Without intending to exclude any performative 
tendency in the Hungarian neo-avant-garde, there are clear cuts between 
so-called danger-centered performances executed by Tibor Hajas, the con-
ceptualist actions of Miklós Erdély and the “surrealistic happenings” (Peter-
nák 1991) of Gábor Altorjay and Tamás Szentjóby. We would like to draw your 
attention to the latter two examples that, in my view, represent two influential 
strands in the history of performativity in the Hungarian visual arts. As the 
art historian and cultural theorist Emese Kürti has outlined in a recent essay 
on the first happening in Hungary this particular event of 1966 represented 
a paradigm change: the end of modernist thought and the initial point of the 
neo-avant-garde. Kürti described the forces that were at stake in 1966 as 
negative, de-constructivist and revolutionary (Kürti 2015a). According to her, 
the chaotic, elementary, activating and strongly expressive nature of the first 
happening was a consequence of a confrontation with experimental poetry, 
experimental, fluxus-like music besides the encounter with early forms of so-
called “intuitive actions” at the beginning of the 60s (Kürti 2012; Kürti 2015b). 
It cannot be questioned that the performative turn caused by this particular 
art event was radical and also, for the reasons listed by Kürti, represents 
a special branch of performativity in the Hungarian neo-avant-garde. 

The chaos and “surrealism” of this kind of process-related art had only mar-
ginally to do with what Erdély, who by the way was also involved into the 
anti-football project, called conceptual actions. There was not only a genera-
tional gap between happeners and the “guru” of postwar avant-gardes, but 
Erdély saw the early happenings in Kádár’s Hungary as copies of the Western 
“originals” (Peternák 1991). He definitely belonged to the first Hungarian 
artists practicing conceptual art in a performative form1 and represented 
a completely different implementation of the performative turn in alliance 
with the so-called IPARTERV-generation, to which most members of the 
Hungarian Foot Art Club belonged to. In Hungary this last-mentioned type of 
performative turn and the “obsession” with the de-materialization of the art 
object is attached to the emergence of conceptual art. Lakner’s Foot Art and 
Beke’s Hungarian Foot Art Club, from our point of view, came up from this 
tendency – although compared to Erdély they needed some more time to be 
more experimental and “up-to-date”, because in 1969 he had already owned 
a catalogue-copy of the famous Live in Your Head: When Attitudes Become 
Form: Works, Concepts, Processes, Situations, Information (1969) exhibition 
curated by Harald Szeemann. Erdély himself came through the catalogue to 
the conclusion that at the end of the 60s almost all visual arts were swal-
lowed up by conceptualism (Peternák 1991). It was a bit later, on August 4th 
1971, that László Beke sent out a call for artists to participate with artworks in 
his collecting activity entitled IMAGINATION/IDEA, with which Beke’s aim was 
among others to exceed the limitations of former exhibition possibilities and 
to map the current status of conceptual art in Hungary with an announce-
ment that quoted Lawrence Weiner (Beke 2015). 

But now briefly back to Szeemann and the de-materialization of the art object. 
The subjectivity of art production was not the only noteworthy aspect about 
When Attitudes Become Form, but it was the shift of interest from the results 
of art to the process of art (Szeemann 1969). Szeemann formulated in the fore-
word of the exhibition catalogue that the artworks presented in Bern 1969 mir-
rored the action inscribed into each piece (Szeemann 1969). The same concept 
was promised about documenta 5 at its early preparation stage that would 
become “a place for programmed events, as spaces of interaction, as a walk-
through event structure with shifting centers of activity” (Green, Gardner 2016).

The de-materialization of the art object meant for Lippard, who coined this 
expression infamously, not exactly the same as for Szeemann. According to 
her conceptual art was “(…) work in which the idea is paramount and the ma-
terial form is secondary, lightweight, ephemeral, cheap, unpretentious and/

1 See the conceptual action Unguarded Money on the Street (1956). Cseh-Varga, Katalin. On 
Conceptual Art and Performativity. ARTA. Publication in progress.
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or “dematerialized.”” (ed. Lippard 1997) As the Theatre Studies scholar Sandra 
Umathum has mentioned, the title of Lippard’s book was not the luckiest 
choice because all art needs to materialize in a form or another. The perfor-
mativity of conceptual art lied in its different format of materialization that 
was also to be found in the Hungarian Foot Art Club’s anti-football game (Fe-
hér 2011) – how Gábor Attalai used to call it.

As a preparation to the game the Hungarian artists held training sessions 
– according to Attalai, about two-three times (Fehér 2011). One of those train-
ing sessions is captured in the photographs of György Gadányi. Immaterial-
ity lies not only in the playful, relieving movement of bodies on the football 
field engaging is physical activity, alienating respectively transforming the 
“conventional” role of an artist; in a sport competition’s character as cultural 
performance (Singer 1959) – there is also a certain, intended awareness that 
made Lakner call his concept a “Performance-Projekt” (Lakner 2010).

The football project of these artists seemed to create a context in which the 
positions of art and football got in motion. By proposing a decisively demate-
rialized project to the documenta, Beke and the participating artists blurred 
several boundaries that traditionally defined the rules of art. Therefore the 
anti-football project has at least two readings. On the one hand it questions 
the usually unreflective social practice of football and the sense of playing it 
by transforming it into art. On the other hand, and we would argue that this 
is the more pronounced one, it levels up underground art to the social status 
of football that in the state socialist Hungary was among the most important 
coercive forces of society. In the state socialist Hungary football stars were le-
gitimate heroes, enjoying privileges without making crucial compromises with 
the state power (Hadas 2000). In this way the project announces its claim to 
the recognition of society and provokes irony by the over-emphasized accep-
tance of the social practice of football. These claims were in a clear contrast 
with the real radius of the underground art in Hungary where artists could 
exhibit only among fortunate conditions in peripheral public spaces, but many 
times they were forced into the private sphere. To make it comparable, László 
Beke a year after the call of his project IMAGINATION/IDEA proudly wrote, that 
already 80 people saw the documentation (Beke 2015).

To establish the above mentioned ironic parallel, the anti-football project in-
tertwined the values of the underground art scene with the values of football 
as we can see it in the motto of Gyula Gulyás’s work: one for all, all for one. 
This reframing of the underground art scene with football causes the humour 
of the proposition by its impossibility, because the project aspired for a social 
position that was not even hold by the official artists of the period, but which 
was comparable to the social position of the stars of the Western art world. 

Moreover, it is important to keep in mind that in Hungary – compared to the 
Western countries – football was present in the high culture. It was visible in 
the popular celebratory football matches between actors and journalists, and 
also as a topic of numerous writers and filmmakers (Hegyi 2012).

Nevertheless, we can argue that this project is not only an ironic play with 
the idea of repositioning art to the social status of football, but also a parody 
of football and its cult in Hungary. It is enough to have a look on the inad-
equately dressed artists playing football or to recall Gábor Attalai’s memories, 
who remembered that it was like a primary student craze, and they were run-
ning pell-mell in the pitch (Fehér 2011). Beyond the critique of the football as 
a social practice and beyond the artists’ self-legitimization through this insti-
tution, we should look to the anti-football project also as an example of the 
institutional critique. As László Lakner’s Football in the Museum of Fine Arts 
graphic series placed the football match in the most prestigious museum of 
Budapest, the anti-football project was planned to be realized in the foyer of 
the Fridericianum, and in both cases the football disconcerts the unquestion-
ably hegemonic spaces.

Although playing football in the museum was a radical critique of the institu-
tion that is separated from the everyday life and its practices, but at the same 
time a football match played by unrecognized artists in a museum shows also 
the desires for museumification and canonization. As we mentioned, the anti-
football project of the Hungarian artists was not realized in the documenta, 
but the mega-exhibition was not left without sport events, because Joseph 
Beuys organized a box match where he fought with one of his assistants in the 
Fridericianum. This proves that the artistic projects which blurred the high 
and low and past and present distinctions were in the air in 1972,2 although 
these were already in their way towards domestication (Green, Gardner 2016).

The way as the anti-football project was coordinated and proposed to Harald 
Szeemann by László Beke had very similar curatorial attitudes as Szeemann’s 
method, and for this reason we argue that it could mean a challenge for the 
Swiss curator. Following Anthony Gardner’s and Charles Rick Green’s argu-
ment who wrote that Szeemann’s “exhibition was a definitive statement, 
a work of art in itself” (Green, Gardner 2016: 20), we may argue that the same 
is true also for the football project, although the original idea came from an 

2 “[…] confirmed my belief in “ideas in the air” – “the spontaneous appearance of similar work 
totally unknown to the artists that can be explained only as energy generated by [well-
known, common] sources and by the wholly unrelated art against which all the potentially 
´conceptual´ artists were commonly reacting,” as I once described the phenomenon.” 

 Lippard, Lucy R.: Escape Attempts. In: Lippard, Lucy R. (ed.). Six Years: The dematerialization 
of the art object from 1966 to 1972. Berkeley/Los Angeles/London: University of California 
Press, 1997, pp. vii-xxii, here p. ix.
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artist, László Lakner, but was Beke who orchestrated it.  Szeemann’s “auto-
cratic auteurism” (Green, Gardner 2016: 22) fits also to Beke’s artistic mode 
of production in which clearly he held the leading position. We argue that the 
reason why Beke’s project went against the whole concept of Szeemann’s 
documenta could be that Beke did not propose an artistic project, but he 
took the position of the curator as a super artist. However, it was exactly 
Szeemann who shaped and perfected this concept in documenta 5 and in 
this context there was place only for one super artist or curator. One of the 
novelty of documenta 5 was that Szeemann consciously policed the fram-
ing of the artworks to fit them into the meta and mega exhibition (Green, 
Gardner 2016). But at the same time Beke’s project description aimed also 
to regulate the framing of the format (2*45 minute) and the place (the foyer 
of the Fridericianum) of the game and the members of the opposing team 
(the best artists according the art market compass of the Capital magazine 
published in Köln) in the same manner as Szeemann policed the frame of the 
whole documenta. Therefore at this point we would like to highlight the in-
compatibility of the two curatorial projects, particularly because at the same 
time Szeemann had to struggle with other artists who protested against his 
extended curatorial power (Green, Gardner 2016:25).

Maybe the most thought provoking trait of the anti-football project is its play 
with the idea of nation and Hungarianness. It is important to emphasize that 
the individual works of the artists do not really refer to this problematic, except 
the work of Endre Tót, whose concept proposed a football pitch that is striped 
as a Hungarian tricolour. The Hungarianness and its consequences are mainly 
present in László Beke’s curatorial proposition. At this point it is important to 
draw the art historian genealogy of Beke. He was trained and mentored by the 
lineage of the Hungarian art history writing which constantly struggled with 
the reconciliation of the national, ethnic and universal art.  His academic men-
tor was Lajos Németh whose professor in the department of art history was 
Lajos Fülep, the most influential art historian of Hungary an in this sense the 
intellectual grandfather of Beke. Fülep’s central scholar problem was the theory 
of the Hungarian and universal art, and for him the ethnically enriched national 
art could correlate with the universal art (Perneczky 2011). The most relevant 
effect of it was that the socially engaged, left-leaning Hungarian art history 
constantly struggled with the concept of the Hungarian art.

Beke similarly to the football project also emphasized the Hungarianness in 
the Tug of war action between Czechoslovak and Hungarian artists in the 
summer of 1972 in Balatonboglár, but in his text written in the same months 
he wrote that “We neither intend to do ‘particularly’ Hungarian art nor to be 
‘characteristic’ (Beke 1973).

In our example the discursive formation of the Hungarian Foot Art Club is a 
striking event, because in this way the underground artists – who usually rep-
resented only themselves – took a position in which they framed themselves 
as the signifier, the representors of the Hungarian nation, or at least the Hun-
garian artists. As a consequence, in the project the artists are not appearing 
as individuals, but by representing a nation that was far from the globalizing 
and individualizing art world of the 1970s. To strengthen the national self-
identification, among the possible additional materials of the project, in his 
letter Beke mentions the audio record of the West Germany-Hungary World 
Cup final from 1954 that’s loss in Hungary was considered a national tragedy, 
moreover the World Cup final’s line-up resonated inspiringly to the context 
of documenta 5. While in 1954 Switzerland hosted the World Cup where the 
FRG and Hungary played the final, in 1972 the West German Kassel would 
host the football match in which the Hungarian team would clash with the 
World Team of the contemporary art, coached by the Swiss Harald Szeemann. 
In this sense for the globally unknown Hungarian underground artists the 
formation of a football team could serve as self-emancipation with the help 
of the world-famous Hungarian football and by the twisted re-enactment 
of the most important match of the so called “Magic Magyars”. From this 
perspective they used football similarly to the state socialist regime for that 
football was both a self-legitimizing tool and an instrument to symbolically 
stage the antagonism of socialism and capitalism (Molnár 2007). However, by 
approaching it from another angle, and we can also argue that these Hungar-
ian artists ironically applied for a position in which they could legitimate the 
state socialist regime just as football players did. 

By understanding this contradiction, we should ask whether it is correct to 
frame the Football project as something that aimed to challenge the rules of 
art of the 1970s? On the one hand yes, this self-emancipation through the do-
main of the Hungarian football culture made the artists symbolically able to 
challenge the 11 best artists of the world and capitalize from the position that 
in contrast with them, the best Hungarian artists were forming a real com-
munity, just as a football team. The project in this way could challenge the 
uneven East-West divide of the documenta in which the artists of the Eastern 
Bloc were not represented,3 and create a democratic-meritocratic arena for 
the contemporary art like the universal field of football where everyone has 
equal opportunities. The football project that was planned to be realized at 
the documenta, established in 1955 in the frontier of the Cold War to propa-

3 In this context it is illuminating that what type of artworks Szeemann planned to exhibit from 
the Eastern Block: socialist realist posters in parallel with the advertising realist posters of 
the West. This can reveal the relational position of Eastern European art in the context of the 
documenta.
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gate the superiority of Western art. In this context the football project did not 
frame itself as a countercultural initiative, but as a project that represented 
a whole country from the Eastern Bloc and in this way challenged the logic 
of the documenta that neither offered universal and equal opportunities for 
artists nor recognized the nationality as their distinctive feature.   In this way 
the football project was a symbolic conquest in the heart of the Western art 
world that should have happened through the re-imagination of the idea of 
the nation as a community in which the underground artist are not only in-
cluded but are holding a special role. 

On the other hand this self-emancipatory gesture of the football project le-
gitimizes several institutions through which it reframes itself. It legitimizes 
the imbalanced gender roles, if we think about that traditionally men are the 
ones who are making both football, nation and contemporary art; and the 
quantified hegemony of the global art world by using the list of the TOP100 
artists that scores and ranks them, and naturally among the 11 most impor-
tant 6 are from the US). Furthermore the project legitimizes, or at least imag-
ines an exceptional position for Hungarian art by declaring that their football 
match could not be played with anyone, just with the best 11 artists of the 
world.
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Vladimír Havlík
The Same and yet Still Different  
(a subjective outline of action art contexts  
in the territory of Central Europe)
“The line between art and life should be kept as fluid, and perhaps indistinct, 
as possible.” 

Allan Kaprow

Even though in the annotation to my paper I said that it would 
present a subjective outline, I still hoped that the time lapse 
would enable me to view the theme of Central European Action 
Art of the period between 1960s and 1980s from the outside. 
However, the more I was trying, my personal experience 
as a performer kept interfering in my thinking through the 
topic. Therefore I have to apologize in advance: it will not be 
a subjective outline, but an “extremely subjective” one. 

This preface, I hope, provides me with sufficient alibi so 
that I can commence the presentation on a personal level. 
At the turn of the 1980s, I organized a number of events, 
performances, happenings, land art interventions in the 
landscape. I was finding my way to modern art. The term 
“modern art” was an opposite to the term “official art” for 
me and, simply put, a synonym for free artistic expression. 
While modernist utopias were being critically re-evaluated in 
the West, searching for a way to their revision through post-
modern discourse, I felt that if I was walking in the country, 
sweeping the path ahead of me - I was probably doing modern 
art. The naiveness of this approach may be at least partially 
excused by the situation in fine art during the period of 
normalization. The isolation not only from the context of art in 
the West, but also from the Czechoslovak art of the 1960s was 
hard to break through. Incomplete, fragmentary information, 
provided certain inspiration for the curious mind, however, 
there was no deeper insight in the problems of modern, let 
alone contemporary, art, to speak of. In particular in Olomouc, 
there was no art gallery with a permanent exhibition at the 
turn of the 1980s. Instead, a Bohumír Dvorský, Vladimír Navrátil 
and Karel Svolinský Memorial Hall was opened in Wurmova 
street. That was the official representation of modern art. 

A comparison of two approaches to the theme of landscape you are now 
looking at may seem as a trivial reminder of the past from today’s viewpoint. 
All of that is behind us. The ideologically distorted history of the Czech 
post-war art was rectified, the likes of Dvorský and Svolinský ended up in a 
depository (save for the astronomical clock), modern art was given its space 
in permanent collections. Still, I cannot get rid of the feeling that the present-
day exhibitions of Czech post-war art do not encompass the complexity and 
the specificity of the period. That they remove from the past too much of the 
social and political reality. They get rid of the antipole of the official art and 
by displaying selected individual artworks, so-called “masterpieces” in the 
classical mode of the eye line, they simplify a complicated story to a short 
story with a happy ending.  

However, let us concentrate, after this general and greatly simplified 
introduction, on the action art. What I am worried about is incompleteness, 
insufficiency, in other words, the lack of life in its documentation. 
A performance realised at a certain time and place took place through the 
body of the performer as a unique psychophysical act. Plain documentation 
exhibited as if in a gallery, is unable to mediate the process of the running 
time, emotional turns, communication nuances, the relation between the 
centre and the periphery of the performance. The whole breadth of the 
event remained captured only in the spiritual and bodily experience of the 
performer and its direct participants. In spite of that, the individual photos 
became representatives of the art events and in the operation of the gallery, 

For illustrations/photographs and to see the recording of the presentation, visit the following website:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6UiPRs5imPg&index=11&list=PLWRZTvgljmri7n4FNtjGqM2gmFhqtgxLf
Last accessed: June 28, 2016.
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they are treated as artefacts. In this sense they are also treated by the history 
of art. It arranges them in a linear development system, based on the formal 
novelty, selecting iconic photographs that become a kind of “signs” marking 
historical periods, defining “revolutionary” milestones. Excessive accent on 
the aesthetic aspect of documentation, however, deaden the existential, 
social and political nature of action art. A desire for a change for the better, 
materialised in the bodily action, opened a certain utopian space of freedom. 
The act of performance as a symbolic purgative gesture brought some sense 
into the absurd reality of everyday life in the totalitarian system. Life was 
liberated through the art of action.

Returning to the beginnings of happening and remembering Kaprow’s 
postulates, we can notice that the problem is formulated reversely: the visible 
effort is to liberate the art imprisoned in the operation of art through getting 
closer to life. Erasing the line between art and life was to purify the art of the 
commercial layers and to give back to it the revolutionary ethos. 

However, any documentation of action art is unable to capture these 
complicated connections. Even seemingly similar photographs have 
different hidden meanings and may hide different contexts. In the following 
presentation I take the liberty of making certain relations visible, confronting 
them and thus offering them for discussion.

The first Hungarian happening titled The Lunch – In Memoriam Batu Khan 
took place in Budapest in 1966 and the fact that it was inspired by the 
happenings of Allan Kaprow and Jim Dine is clearly visible. The conditions in 
which both events took place, however, were diametrically opposite. While 
Kaprow’s Happening in a Cave took place in hired premises as a legal art 
event, Lunch took place in a conspirational mode of a private event because 
the avant-garde art in Hungary, similar to the normalisation in Czechoslovakia 
later, was considered as anti-state activity.

The next slide shows the formal similarity between the activities depicted in 
them. The happenings are connected by the material used - old newspapers 
and their handling. However, while Kaprow’s event Paper takes place in 
a “protected” environment of a gallery, Knížák entered public space with 
his Second Manifestation of Current Art, confronting the street life and 
accepting the risk of a possible police action. The question is whether 
Knížák knew Kaprow’s work or if the similarity was purely accidental. In spite 
of the fact that their activities are connected by the philosophy of “being 
different”, i.e. leaving the stereotype and leaning towards poetic playfulness, 
the fundamental difference is in the place where the happenings took place. 
Kaprow’s events mostly took place in galleries or on private property (e.g. at 
the farm of sculptor Segal), Knížák’s activities were aimed at the public space.

Slovak artists Filko and Mlynarčik went even further with their project titled 
Happsoc, as did Koller with his philosophy of anti-happening. The radicalism 

of their attitude, the tendency towards social and critical level, their irony 
towards the reclusiveness of the world of art - all of that, with the time 
distance, seems as an exceptionally radical gesture. Even in the notes you 
can see the attempt to transform the “Kaprowian” format of happening into 
a more critical shape. In this aspect the Slovak endeavours are closer to 
the subversive philosophy of situationism than the poetic platform of Flux. 
The difference can be seen in the rhetoric of the period printed matter - the 
manifestos.

We have already mentioned the different political context of the Eastern 
and Western action art. However, overstepping certain social standards 
led to police actions on both sides of the iron curtain. Eugen Brikcius was 
brought to court for a happening titled Thanksgiving. He was charged 
with defamation of bread as a symbol of the hard work of our farmers. 
That happened in 1967 and, thanks to the expert testimonies of Jindřich 
Chalupecký and Ivan Vyskočil, he was absolved. One year later, Viennese 
actionists stood before the court for an obscene display during a lecture 
on Kunst und Revolution at an art school. They also left without being 
sentenced. Both cases, in my opinion, show how open-minded and free-
thinking the 1960s were. It is well known that the utopia of a socially fair and 
free society failed and in the 1970s this fact reflected in the action art in the 
form of a tendency towards individual performances. Existential vertones, 
the symbol of a victim, expressing helplessness - those are the characteristic 
features of performances both in the West and in the East. The social and 
political contexts, however, were diametrically different. While Burden, in his 
performance titled Trans-fixed, criticised the manifestations of consumer 
society, Mlčoch’s event Suspension – The Big Sleep became an iconic 
expression of the lack of freedom and the helplessness of an individual in a 
totalitarian system.

Equally interesting is a comparison between the level of explicitness in using 
political symbols in action art in the 1970s in the Eastern Bloc. Hiddenness vs. 
openness of political allusions, unambiguity vs. ambivalency. While Koller’s 
question mark symbolizes the general question regarding the purpose 
of our existence (a part of which may be a comment on the absurdity of 
normalization), the hammer and sickle of Sandor Pinzehelyi has a direct and 
forthright connotation. The frequency of the political symbols in Hungarian 
action art is significantly higher than in other countries of the Eastern 
Bloc (maybe except for former Yugoslavia). For example, both Attalai and 
Pinzehelyi worked with the symbol of a five-point star parallelly. However, 
the materials used produce different associations. While a star created 
by heaping snow refers to fleetingness and decline, a star made of cobble 
stones refers to revolutionary protest.

In a performance of the pair of KwieKulik or in a public event of György 
Galántai we can see a parody on socialist monuments. In Poland, Yugoslavia 
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and Slovakia and also in Russia there were some ironic and humorous 
reflexions on the visual and content element of the party slogans and 
banners (Endre Tót -Zero Works, Željko Jerman - That Is Not My World, Ján 
Budaj – Air Transport Is the Cheapest, Maria Pinińska-Bereś - Banner, Ewa 
Partum- Legality of the Space and Collective event - Slogan.) But comparing 
seemingly formally similar public events of British artist Keith Arnatt Throuser 
-Word Piece and the performance I´m Glad if I Can Hold this in My Hand 
of Endre Tót from Hungary, in both of them we can find subversive ironic 
vertones, however, the first one heads towards institutional criticism of the 
world of art, while the other one is aimed at the absurdity of compulsory 
political manifestations. Similar differences may be found with another pair 
of photographs. Peter Weibl’s event Polizei lügt criticises the abuse of police 
power, Vlado Martek in his performance Optimist ironizes the state-predicted 
joy of life in a socialist country.

The symbolism of the state power control over or silencing any free 
expression manifested itself in a number of photo-performances, in 
seemingly similar forms. However, where Weibl in his photo-performance Self 
Portrait as a Young Dog criticises the consumer society, mass culture and 
Americanisation, Atalai’s events Idiotic System and Discipline Art Action (For 
Liberty of Art) protest against the control over free expression by the state 
apparat.

A critical reflexion of newspaper as a manipulative and untruthful medium 
abused by the communist propaganda may be found in performances across 
the countries of Central Europe (compare e.g.  Endre Tot’s event I Am Reading 
a Burning Newspaper and Washing the Daily Press by Vladimír Havlík or some 
photo-performances where we see the actors “eating” newspapers: László 
Haris,  Illegal Avantgarde, 1972 and Ľubomír Ďurček, Visitor, 1980).

A straightforward reaction to the uniformity and permanent control over the 
public premises, was the public nudity of Tomislava Gotovac and Ewa Partum, 
even though in her case only in the form of a photo- collage. 

Reflexions of the political situation, however, did not always lean on explicit 
symbolism and with certain authors they demonstrated in a rather subtle, 
inconspicuous form. The fear of losing  the intimate space of an apartment 
as the last retreat from the totalitarian power, may be seen in absurd 
interventions in the space of a living room, such as Structure Leaning on 
the Ceiling by György Jovánovics or White String at Home by Jiří Kovanda. 
I cannot expand on the issue of justifiability of the political contexts of such 
events. I personally do not exclude the possibility of reading intimate events 
politically, even though that takes place mainly on the metaphoric level.

The theme of female or feminist element in action art of Central and Eastern 
Europe deserves a separate mention. Let me give you at least a fragmentary 
outline. While Endre Tót in his event titled I Am Glad that I Can Stamp 

expressed the joy of stamping in a controversial manner, Sanja and Kathalin 
Ladik in their performances Make-Up and Screaming Hole took a distinctly 
critical attitude towards the phallocentric view of the world. Polish artist 
Natalia LL ironized the male view of the female role as well (e.g. Consumption 
of Art) and in her radicalism she was close e.g. to the manifestation photo-
performance by Linda Benglis titled A Response to a Self-portrait by Robert 
Morris, a parody for Artforum of the machist self-portrait by Robert Morris. 
Compared to the Western expressions of feminism (e.g. Genital Panic VALIE 
EXPORT), but also to performances of Polish, Hungarian and Yugoslav 
artists, the expression of Jana Želibska (e.g. An Incident on the Lakeshore) 
seems rather tame, however, it does not lack a humorous detachedness. It 
is interesting that in Czech action art before 1989 we do not see any feminist 
expressions.

What should we say in conclusion. I intentionally prepared a cocktail of the 
classic sources with experimental ingredients, adding some spices of my own 
experience. I wanted to point out to the fact that the formal similarities of the 
situations captured in photographic records of action art may be misleading. 
That it is essential to read the documentation in a broader cultural and 
social-political (ideological) context without which we cannot understand 
the various layers of contents of the performance. I think that in this sense 
the story of action art in Central and Eastern Europe cannot be interpreted 
only as a reaction to the art of so-called “Western provenance” where we 
were assigned the role of a runner who got behind, even if through no fault 
of his own, and tries to catch up with the winning group, but to no avail. 
The linear time line is not capable of capturing the differences among the 
projects, happenings, situations, performances and events. Maybe it was the 
“art of suspended time”, but as far as action art is concerned, it was time lived 
“to the depth”. Time that was able to turn the distance and alienation into 
closeness and togetherness. 

On a more general level, I only wanted to awaken the urge to perceive, 
ponder, experience the history of action art in an open way. I think it is 
necessary to leave the history of action art unfinished, incomplete, exposed 
to permanent reflexion, transformation of contexts, critical analysis, polemics 
of opinions. In order to prevent the action art from dying and being buried 
under the headstone of documentation, the archives must be enlivened 
by new forms of interpretation, including the search for unusual formats 
of presentation, such as through a reconstruction of the original ideas and 
making them present - embodied in a new context.1 Therefore the exhibition 

1 Philip Auslander calls this process „the performativity of performance documentation“. 
The documentation brings us the record of an event that happened in the past, but we are 
experiencing it ourselves here and now. We should be mindful of this „engagement“ in order 
to avoid simplification, homogenisation and institutionalisation of the performative element 
of the documentation.
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practise should not only confirm the (art and) historical records of the 
original documentation of action art. Such form of installation should be 
sought that provokes the viewer to a dialogue, to an active participation. 
In other words, ways of liberating abstract concepts imprisoned in the 
documentation should be sought.

This paper is dedicated to a prominent Czech artist, visionary and world re-
nowned author Václav Cigler and his school.1 It was inspired by an essay On 
Education by R. Buckminster Fuller, published in 1962. In a discourse given 
before the planning committee of the Southern Illinois University Edwards-
ville as a part of a presentation of a design of a project of a new campus, 
Fuller said: “Our education processes are in fact the upcoming major world 
industry.” (Fuller 2014: 74) The essential point of his paper is that he believes 
in the growing importance of the education processes as a concept of cul-
tural education in he sense of contemplating and reflecting on the aspects 
of the creation of a work of art in connection with the authentic situation of 
meeting fine arts, exploring the working process in view of the nature of the 
aesthetic experience. The key concept is the concept of an encounter - the 
concept of an event, in the case of this study, it is the contact with the art and 
education work of Václav Cigler that is intended as an invitation to a dialogue. 

Václav Cigler described his education and art work between 1965 and 1979 
at the Academy of Fine Arts and Design in Bratislava, the way he established 
and was the head of the studio of Glass in Architecture, as follows2: “Art 
schools are different compared to other schools not only in their curriculum, 
but first and foremost in the character of the work and the teaching meth-
ods. Professional education at these schools is not based on the quantity of 
knowledge absorbed, but on the development of the creative thinking. The 

1 Václav Cigler was born on 21 April 1929 in Vsetín. In his work he anticipated the concept 
of the emerging contemporary artistic expression (constructive tendencies, minimalism, 
land-art, light and kinetic sculpture). Between 1951 and 1957 he studied at the Academy of 
Arts, Architecture and Design in Prague at the studio of Professor Josef Kaplický. In 1965 he 
established the studio of Glass in Architecture at the Academy of Fine Arts and Design in 
Bratislava of which he was the head until 1979. The work of Václav Cigler focuses on plastic 
objects from cut optic glass, designs and realisations of lighting and jewellery, drawings, 
three-dimensional, light and kinetic projects and compositions for architecture. He created 
22 works for public premises. He presented his works at many individual and collective exhi-
bitions in the Czech Republic as well as abroad. His works are represented in many promi-
nent private and public collections.

2 In his school programme formulated in 1965 when he joined the Academy of Fine Arts and 
Design. see Cigler, Václav. Ke školním výukovým programům, Výtvarný život, 1970, vol. 15, no. 4, 
pp. 13–17.
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school is a laboratory of thought, an experimental workshop, an environment 
for self-knowledge. The school is a probe. Art cannot be taught or learnt. 
You can only teach and learn a certain routine and craft. Creative work has 
the nature of poetry. An artist perceives with all his being. Creative thinking 
must be continuously regenerated because what you “learn” is continuously 
verified. Looking for a truthful expression is a creative process which makes 
the reality more special. The unreal does not exist. There is only the reality 
of the real or poeticized reality. Art reveals not only what is known but also 
what is suspected. Each person is a personality and the school in this sense 
represents looking for decoding the keys to its discovery. The school requires 
the ability to free oneself from habits and clichés. The school is a probe into 
the deepest heart of its students. May it be a truthful and true probe. Art is a 
never-ending process of realisation.”

There is extensive literature on the topic of Cigler’s School. This paper was 
prepared based on archive researches and personal interviews with Václav 
Cigler and his students and the research of the author hereof.3 

The Academy of Fine Arts and Design in Bratislava was established on 9th 
June 1949 by the Slovak National Council. During the post-war transforma-
tion, new institutions emerged in Slovakia, The Academy of Performing Arts 
in Bratislava, The Slovak National Gallery, and the Bratislava Metropolitan 
Theatre became the Slovak National Theatre. Most teachers, such as Ján 
Mudroch, Ján Želibský, Peter Matejka, Rudolf Pribiš, Bedrich Hoffstädter and 
others, attended the Prague Academy of Fine Arts. Jiří Kotalík, Vojtěch Volav-
ka, Zdenka Volavková-Skořepová, Václav Zykmund, among others, taught the 
history of art and aesthetics. In 1957 the Department of Theoretical Subjects 
was established thanks to them.4 At that time Václav Cigler attended world 
fairs as a promising young artist. In 1957 his works were exhibited at XIth Trien-
nale di Milano, in 1958 at Expo´58 in Brussels.5 Other exhibitions in the most 
prestigious world institutions ensued: in 1959 an exhibition at The Corning 

3 Conversation between V. C. and J. Š., Prague, April 2010; 
 A part of it was published in the catalogue Šindelová, Jana. Glass, Art, and the Poetry of Pur-

pose A Conversation with Jana Šindelová. In: MADOFF, Steven Henry. Václav Cigler Light and 
Space in the Garden of Reason [catalogue of the exhibition]. Tel Aviv: Litvak Gallery, 2010, pp. 
27–38.

 Šindelová, Jana. Václav Cigler and His School Dissertation. Prague: Faculty of Education, 
Charles University, 2015.

4 Koklesová, Bohunka. Our school was established in 1949. Get to know its story in detail. His-
tory. Available on-line: (http://www.vsvu.sk/o-nas/vsvu/historia/). [11 July 2015]

5  In spite of the fact that Václav Cigler and Zdena Strobachová as participating artists had 
their air tickets, they did not fly to Brussels, their attendance at the fair and travelling to 
Brussels was politically undesirable. Motyčka, Michal; Jana Šindelová (eds.). Sidonie. Praha: 
Motyčka, 2006, p. 11. 

Museum of Glass Corning, USA, then at the XIIth Triennale di Milano in 1960 
and in 1961 in Gemeente Musea Amsterdam, Museum Fodor, Amsterdam, in 
1963 Muzeum Śląskie in Wroclaw and in 1964 in the Museum of Contempo-
rary Crafts of the American Craftmen´s Council, New York. 

In 1965, based on recommendations by Stanislav Libenský, Jindřich Chalu-
pecký and Karel Hetteš, Václav Cigler was hired as the head teacher of the 
newly established staff by the Rector of the Bratislava Academy of Fine Arts, 
Rudolf Pribiš. 

He worked in Bratislava until 1979 as the head of the Department of Glass in Ar-
chitecture at the Academy of Fine Arts. The programme of the school focused 
on the issue of glass-making as a part of both exterior and interior architecture, 
on glass “defining the architectural space and glass filling architectural space. 
In another sense we can talk about functional and artistic glass.“6 

In his teaching Václav Cigler utilised his training with Josef Kaplický7, as 
a teacher he was consistent, he promoted conceptual thinking, shared an 
open sensory and intellectual space with his students and secured the op-
eration of complicated technical equipment that was necessary for the glass 
making technologies. An important part of his work was also presentations 
of the studio during exams and primarily at exhibitions. Describing the situa-
tion in 1965 when he accepted the teaching job at the Academy of Fine Arts 
and Design in Bratislava, Cigler said: “I was aware of the fact that you cannot 
teach art, therefore a teacher may be just an advisor to the students in their 
work and someone who understands their individual talents and provides 
them with guidance. Furthermore, a teacher will be able to prepare such an 
environment enabling the students to concentrate on work, where they can, 
in a broad group of their colleagues and teachers, i.e. people of various opin-
ions, viewpoints and experience, clarify and cultivate their own opinions. The 

6 Conversation between V. C. and J. Š., Prague, April 2010

7 Václav Cigler studied between 1951–57 at the Academy of Arts, Architecture and Design in 
Prague at the studio of Professor Josef Kaplický. Among his fellow students were Vladimír 
Kopecký, Jiří John, Adriena Šimotová, Zdena Strobachová, Jiřina Žertová. Cigler›s poem illus-
trates the extraordinary relation between a teacher and a student, it is the greatest homage 
to professor Kaplický: “someone who wanted to make me, a “weakling”, a person responsible 
for his work: “when you fill a scheme with life.... you will create a work” and so I was getting 
rid of schemes and giving life to it, however now I know.... what I used to know only subcon-
sciously, that even an outline.... formula.... inner structure, in its most fundamental form, in 
the form of its main lines.... curves.... points cutting through the space.... disintegrating.... 
integrating.... putting things in order, are the most substantial expression of their action 
relations, therefore of their contents, that most elementary expression in the extremity of 
symbols is a synthesis of all that is behind it, namely the human, the human transcending 
to the bulges of the earth, to the leaves of grass, the radars of blossoms.... eyes.... palms, to 
all that is a part of the web, the axes, the warp, the warping, continuously warping anew...” 
(Archive of V. C., unpublished)
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school should provide an environment with well-equipped libraries, labora-
tories and workshops where students may not only consult their issues with 
technologists and people from practice, but also try and realise their ideas in 
material form. However, first and foremost, the school is an environment that 
should enable the students to orientate themselves in their own mind and 
then find the adequate means of expression.“8 

During his first meeting with the students, Cigler said to them: “Forget every-
thing you have learnt so far. Not because it is bad and useless, but so that 
you can be free in your further work. Therefore, do not let yourself be caught 
off guard or influenced permanently by anybody in anything. You must sift 
everything through your own sieve. Start with yourselves. Be yourself. Art is 
creating and revealing that which is only suspected.”9 He regarded each stu-
dent as an individual, even though at the beginning their work did not seem 
noticeable. Cigler was convinced that a teacher must be able to sense the 
talent of each student and to support and develop their specific nature. This 
applies to free art as well as to the area of design. In this sense, the studies 
at the department of glass in architecture were demanding because they 
included both types of work. Namely technical and common-use glass for 
building and lighting and, on the opposite side, free art work. For that pur-
pose, they built workshops for cold glass processing, i.e. for the technolo-
gies of cutting, engraving, etching, sanding, and painting. The students were 
able to try more technically complicated processes in factories in Bohemia 
(Monokrystal Turnov) and in Slovakia (Meopta Bratislava). The co-operation 
with production was mutually beneficial. The students were able to get to 
know modern technologies, the production could assign tasks to the studio 
directly, mainly in the field of tableware, beverage glass and structural glass. 
Another feature of the curriculum was monumental glass such as vitrages, 
mosaics and three-dimensional glass objects, reliefs etc. Generally glass 
complementing or being a part of architecture. The focus on architecture was 
evident from the name of the department itself, therefore they used tradition-
al techniques as well as experimental ones. For the academy it was important 
to co-operate with schools of architecture. The programmes of those three 
departments often overlapped or were mutually connected. Sometimes even 
on the level of teamwork. An important form of teaching at the department 
of glass was attending contests organized by state or industrial institutions 
and also organizing confrontational exhibitions of the academy and industry 
including both domestic and foreign exhibitions. 

8  Conversation between V. C. and J. Š., Prague, April 2010

9  Conversation between V. C. and J. Š., Prague, April 2010

Václav Cigler’s most fundamental vision was to build a centre of art and tech-
nology in Slovakia. Jozef Martinka was entrusted with the task and under the 
guidance of architect Dušan Kuzma, he prepared the project as his thesis. 
He designed a complex of interconnected modular structure of pavilions. 
The project was ready for realisation after several years of consultations with 
architects, industrial experts and research institutes, with employees from 
the Union of Visual Artists and Dielo. Glassworks producing technical glass 
in Dúbravka, in the vicinity of which the centre was to be built, provided the 
land and underground services, the academy architects provided the building 
documentation and the Vítkovice Ironworks provided their building capaci-
ties. “The Centre” was intended as a school of design with deposits and a mu-
seum. “In the end, this generous project was not implemented. It did not get 
sufficient understanding from the people who had all the power and social 
prerequisites to make it happen.10 

Václav Cigler called the school “a laboratory of thought, an experimental 
workshop, an environment for self-knowledge. An environment that should 
enable the students to orientate themselves in their own mind and then find 
the adequate means of expression11 

The purpose of art schools is to show the students their abilities and the 
ways of mastering and discovering the things they cannot do.12 To a great 
extent, schools are responsible for the quality of their programmes and their 
implementation, however, should their programmes cease to fulfil the current 
social needs, they must review and update their existing orientation. 

In spite of all the hardships Václav Cigler had to overcome during the build-
ing of the school and its operation, he created a free environment for creative 
thinking. Michal Motyčka summed up the whole issue poignantly: “Václav 
Cigler’s method is inapplicable. His work is based on absolute honesty and 
commitment to the task at hand. There is a certain measure of faith some-
times bordering with the naiveté of what it gives back to him. The task, such 
as to write something, to invent something, to teach someone, is similar to 
believing that it is meaningful, but at the given moment he devotes himself to 
it completely. Not only did he become enthused, he was able to live for it at 
the moment and to sacrifice anything. The task is going on continuously even 
in the unconscious. It may be delayed only by another task. The function, the 
purpose is two-fold, one is trying to pass something on to another. Not only 

10 Conversation between V. C. and J. Š., Prague, April 2010

11 In the programme of the school formulated as early as in 1965 when he came to the Acad-
emy. See Cigler, 1970, pp. 13–17.

12 Madoff, Steven Henry. Art School (Propositions for the 21st Century). Cambridge: MIT Press, 
2009, p. 65.
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one’s perspective on the reality, but also the process of dealing with the task. 
By revealing the process of thinking. Teaching art is not just about thinking, 
it is about many technological issues, partly it is a kind of artistic craft. 
Even though Cigler is completely exceptional in his drawings, I would not say 
he is extraordinary in teaching students who learn the craft. Someone else 
might teach them as well. Gathering a certain team, technological experience 
was a necessity. Cigler’s exceptionality in the context of technology consists 
in his being able to see the use of a technology that is completely unartistic. 
He is capable of experimenting, looking for limits from the point of view of 
reason. The centre of technical glass was not so innovative but using optic 
glass for artistic purposes was. The fact that he used it and prepared the 
conditions for the whole studio.”13

During his time at the Academy in Bratislava (1965–1979), Václav Cigler en-
gaged in drawing, designing jewellery, clothes, architectural projects, free art 
and light design, mostly “illuminators” - interactive light systems. He created 
rare work, however it still does not seem to be understood. For the Slovak 
National Theatre in Bratislava he designed a central illumination object in the 
shape of a sphere, two meters in diameter, with programmable control, that 
could, by phased switching off and on, on the cover of the spherical perime-
ter, project a number of light patterns; with the help of 2246 bulbs connected 
in 27 electrical circuits, up to 12,000,000 light combinations created with the 
help of connecting different light sources changing voltage were estimated. 
As a result, an unlimited number of light patterns was created and different, 
gradual light intensity was achieved.14 The principle vision of Václav Cigler 
was to mediate the experience of “light breathing”, the light being seen not 
as a traditional light source, but as an event.15 Other Cigler’s lighting objects 
were the light ceiling in the Knights’ Hall at the Bratislava Castle (1974), the 
light corridor of the staircase of Universitas Istropolitana (1975).16 At present 
the lighting systems in the buildings of the Slovak Government Board and the 

13 Conversation between J. Š. and Michal Motyčka, April 2010 

14 The unique object was realised under the guidance of doc. Otto Berger in 1971 on the occasion 
of reopening the restored Slovak National Theatre. The central lighting object in the audito-
rium was a part of the conceptual solution of other lights in the lobby, the staircases, corridors 
and side rooms.

15 In this respect we can mention the kinetic light sculptures created at the same time by Ger-
man artist Otto Piene (1928–2014) based on similar principles. For example a light object titled 
Corona Borealis, 1965, exhibited in the German Pavillion at Expo ´67, Montreal, Canada 1967. 

 Arnhold, Hermann. Otto Pienne. Licht. Bielefeld/Berlin: Kerber Verlag, 2015. Exhibition Otto Pi-
ene. Licht took place from 13th June to 20th September 2015 in LWL Museum für Kunst und 
Kultur in  Münster. It must be mentioned here that Václav Cigler did not know Otto Piene’s 
work.

16 These lighting systems have been recently removed without the author’s knowledge.

cultural centre in Banská Bystrica are a part of the interiors.

Geometric compositions of metal grids with attached light sources evoke 
light routes guiding the spectator. Cigler’s plans of communication networks 
are, as he said, “the most civil poetry, poetry of numbers, poetry of purpose”.17 

From today’s viewpoint, Václav Cigler laid the cornerstone and significantly 
contributed to establishing a new field of study at the Academy of Fine Arts 
and Design in Bratislava which still follows his legacy and, as evidenced by 
the operation of the studio at present, confidently carries on and keeps de-
veloping whenever possible. We can see it on the number of exhibitions and 
the quantity of students and successors. The vision and the realisation of 
Cigler’s school were unique; it was independent on the Prague Glass Studio 
of Stanislav Libenský at the Academy of Applied Arts in Prague; and in the 
international context, the art and teaching work of Václav Cigler and his stu-
dents gained respect and fame worldwide.  

The direction and charting of the complex thought field of Cigler’s art and 
educational work resulted in particular research questions, whether it is pos-
sible to anchor (reinterpret) the theoretical starting points of Cigler’s school. 
What is Václav Cigler’s method of education in art? Is it applicable in the 
present-day art education? What opinions and attitudse does Václav Cigler 
express through his educational and art work? What is the relation between 
the teaching and art work? Is it possible to define the intersections of these 
fields? The case study titled One Author, Two Discourses and Their Intersec-
tions was an attempt at a theoretical anchoring of Václav Cigler’s method of 
art education based on the discourse analysis of structured interviews and 
texts related to Cigler’s educational work. In the research section, codes 
for the theoretical framework created in the field were analysed and the is-
sue was supported by a research probe implemented by the method of ad-
justed grounded theory. The primary documents for this part of the research 
consisted of structured interviews during personal meetings during our 
exhibitions between 2011 and 2015 and of texts from Václav Cigler’s archive 
concerning the school. Fourteen respondents took part in the questionnaire 
survey. Their responses corresponded with the interdisciplinary nature of the 
research which studied the intersections between art, the area of perception 
and creation with educational and social contexts.

17  Archive of V. C., unpublished.
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In the first stage we marked individual concepts in open coding:

CIGLER, PERSON, DIALOGUE, EXPERIMENT, PLACE, THINKING, LACK 
OF UNDERSTANDING, RESPONSIBILITY, OPENNESS, POETRY, TRUTH, 
PROCESS, SHARING, GLASS, SCHOOL, ART, PERCEPTION, RELATIONSHIP 
TO ANOTHER.

In the next stage we grouped the codes into categories:

PERSON – THINKING –  ART.

The central category is Person. We understand Thinking, Art as a cognitive 
process. 

Person as the main concept of the whole art and educational work of Václav 
Cigler is mainly a participant in Cigler’s events 18, through which he is brought 
into a relationship, creating double relationships, meeting himself, meeting 
the viewer, meeting the work. Thinking is a process. It is a part of the story 
of an event. Art creates an environment which is activated by the presence 
of a person. A person as an observer becomes a part of the story. Such as 
with the object Focusing Screen, the viewer brings a kinetic light change in 
Cigler’s work by his or her movement and observation. Art is dependent on 
the body of the viewer, on its dimensions and its movement. A person is a 
gauge for the emergence of art. Art created by Václav Cigler is an environ-
ment - a place of meeting for a person. 

Cigler understands man as a being representing the highest value. A person 
organizes the space and co-creates the environment. 

Undoubtedly, Cigler paid great attention to the preparations for his new role 
as a teacher, he perceived his art and teaching work as being in the world in 
which he described the concept of a student as follows: “Man is unrepeat-
able. Man is unique. This exclusivity arising from his bodily and mental organi-
zation should be the determining motive and aspect in pondering the school, 
its nature and function, and finally, in determining any partial plans and goals 
of education.”19

From our viewpoint, the concept of EVENT, the transformation of the catego-
ry of PERSON - (student and teacher) it takes place in an interaction by pene-
trating through different fields - DIALOGUE, EXPERIMENT, PLACE, THINKING, 
LACK OF UNDERSTANDING, RESPONSIBILITY, OPENNESS, POETRY, TRUTH, 
PROCESS, SHARING, GLASS, SCHOOL, PERCEPTION, RELATIONSHIP TO AN-
OTHER, which act as a form of a general field of passing – ART, and may mutu-

18 The concept of an event in Cigler’s work was described first by Jindřich Chalupecký (1970), 
then by Miroslav Petříček (2009) and Steven H. Madoff (2010).

19 Cigler 1970, pp. 13–17.

ally merge or influence each other from the point of view of different observ-
ers, without a direct contact. 

Summary:

Our research revealed the following starting points of Cigler’s school: man 
is unrepeatable and unique; thinking is unrepeatable, art is a process and 
it is unique; the function of an art school is to create a suitable environment 
of art which is lived; the theory of art education must be open. The concor-
dance of thought processes in the twentieth century as well as the current 
European philosophy with Cigler’s art and educational work shows the nature 
of a common approach to human reason and life in general; art, as well as 
thinking, is dependent on the body, that means that the structures we use in 
building the systems of notions, stem from our bodily experiences and make 
sense in their context20 

20  See. Lakoff.
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A characteristic feature of post-war Hungary was the political role of art. 
Many artists have assumed a role in public life and tried to actively partici-
pate in the shaping of the country’s fate. Accordingly, the state also consid-
ered the high priority of the arts and tried to influence the developments of 
the art world. The cultural bureaucracy constantly dealt with issues of art. 
They registered and condemned artworks which were interpreted as inap-
propriate and harmful to the ideology and the expectations of the Hungarian 
Communist Party. This is supported by the number of documents of the His-
torical Archive of State Security related to the participants in the art world. 

The state security operated a great amount of agents in the art scene. The 
agents were present at exhibition openings, house parties, or in cafés. The 
methods of observation and intimidation included warnings, the opening of 
private letters, telephone tapping and the bugging of apartments, tracking, 
perquisition, interrogation. There were several reasons to have someone un-
der surveillance. Either the target person was involved in anti-regime activi-
ties, or he/she was approached for recruitment purposes, to give information 
about a specific acquaintance.

For us these documents are very interesting and important, since these 
could mean further contributions to a deeper understanding— not the re-
evaluation, however—of the art of the 60s, 70s and 80s. Information from 
security services on the other hand raise ethical and aesthetic questions. In 
recent decades, many artists and cultural professionals (as Giorgo Agamben, 
Okwui Enwezor) examined and redefined the role of the archive by connect-
ing it to the fields of perception, cultural memory, knowledge, loss, or discon-
tinuity. In my opinion such complex interpretations of the archive are relevant 
to the use of state security reports.

The use of security reports is methodologically questionable. The Hungarian 
art historian József Havasréti drew attention to the need to handle these doc-
uments carefully. 1 First of all, people under surveillance appear in the reports 
through narrow points of view, in a world built by preconceptions. We cannot 

1 Havasréti, J. Széteső dichotómiák. Színterek és diskurzusok a magyar neoavantgárdban. 
Pécs: Péter Pázmány Catholic University, Institute of Communication and Media Studies; 
Budapest: Gondolat Kiadó, Artpool Art Research Center, 2009, pp. 69–70.

know whether a report is accurate, unless we have, for example, a word by 
word transcript of a telephone conversation. Furthermore, the personality 
and the abilities of the agent could have led to distortions, either adding extra 
details or keeping something back from what actually happened.

In Hungary a number of publications have already revealed the documents 
concerning the members of the literary or the rock scene, however the pro-
cessing of the files of artists has not happened yet. During my research on 
the history of the Makó Graphic Artists’ Colony I made interviews with the 
participants, who told me that they were quite convinced that there were 
informers among them. So I started to process the files on the artists working 
there. In this case-study I will focus three of them (Huba Bálványos, György 
Galántai, Tibor Hajas), beside some other examples of their wider fellowship. 
Through examples I will illustrate how the state security police intervened 
in the artists› private lives and professional career. As we will see, it was the 
photographic reproduction that served as a connection between artists and 
the state security files. 

First, I would like to present the spread of the use of photography in the fine 
art practice, and its importance in the graphic art of Hungary, also its internal 
political context, which made the surveillance of the artists necessary. The 
spread of photo-based reproduction techniques, such as screen and offset 
print, was preceded by the fine art use of photography. In the international 
scene since the late 50s, the Fluxus art movement introduced art events, 
happenings to the fine art practice; these survived only thanks to documen-
tary photos and films. With the help of the camera the artists with conceptual 
attitude were able to record actions, research structure, movement, and 
temporality, or manipulate reality. Parallel with the changes that took place in 
the international art scene, the fine art use of photography spread in Hungary 
as well. The first exhibition which was dealing with the issue of fine art use of 
photography in Hungary was Expozíció. Fotó/Művészet2 in 1976. As a result of 
this change in attitude, conceptual, photo-based artworks appeared in Makó, 
in addition to the traditional narrative approach.

The emergence of new genres was supported by the local historical situation. 
In Hungary in the second half of the 60s the New Left movements and the 
new economic mechanism3 relaxed the strict framework of the cultural field 
as well. The state provided better living conditions and the availability of con-
sumer goods in order to compensate the society for the lack of democratic 

2 The exhibition was organized by László Beke, Dóra Maurer in the Museum Lajos Hatvany. 
Hatvan, 24 October, 1976 – 31 January 1977.

3  The new economic mechanism was launched 1st January 1968. 
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values on the one hand4, and continued to control the import of cultural 
products, and limit international travelling on the other. However, the local art 
scene, despite the barely easing constraints, became more colourful.

In the 60s several artists, groups, and events appeared (the IPARTERV Group, 
the Surnaturalists, the Zugló Circle) that oriented towards the international 
scene, bearing contemporary art theories in mind, gradually broadening the 
boundaries of art. Their opportunities were however limited by the fact that 
the directives the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party adopted favoured so-
cialist realism, and rejected the individualistic interpretation of art, as it was 
against the socialist doctrine.

These guidelines became dominant in the party’s cultural policy, summa-
rized by György Aczél, the Deputy Minister of Cultural Affairs in 1957 with the 
categories of the so called “three Ts” (“Supported”, “Tolerated”, “Banned”). 
The three Ts to the art scene meant that the costs of supported works were 
funded by the Cultural Fund, while tolerated creators could work and exhibit 
only by self-financing. The artworks that contained politically sensitive issues 
met a political opposition—they were thus displayed solely in private homes, 
minor community centres or minor youth clubs in the suburbs of Budapest. 

The situation was further complicated by the ongoing ideological struggle. 
The reasons were thoroughly summarized by the Ministry of the Interior Af-
fairs in a 1972 publication entitled The Main Issues on the Hostile Activity Ex-
perienced in the Field of Culture.5 From this report it is clear that the Ministry 
assumed that the artistic standpoints appearing in the cultural field still had 
contained revisionist beliefs.

The documents of the State Security Historical Archives roughly mapped 
the relations between the artists and the political opposition (including the 
writers Miklós Haraszti, György Konrád, sociologists Ágnes Heller, Ottilia Solt, 
Iván Vitányi, and the economist György Krassó)6. In general it can be stated 
that the artists under surveillance because of their artistic activities were 
on friendly terms with the opposition, and both sides used the samizdat as 
a means for artistic and political objectives, in order to deliver their products 
to a wider audience.

Some examples of the harassment of artists: The poet and performer Tibor 
Hajas was under surveillance7 in the mid-60s because he was part of a youth 

4 Valuch, T. A „gulyáskommunizmus” valósága. Available on-line: (http://www.rev.hu/portal/
page/portal/rev/tanulmanyok/kadarrendszer/gulyas). [10 October 2015]

5  Untitled. 4.1 H-3829/17. Budapest: Historical Archive of State Security

6  Összetartók. 3.1.7. T-9481/3. Budapest: Historical Archive of State Security

7  Zavarkeltők. O-12548. Budapest: Historical Archive of State Security
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gang that had members who earned their living by smuggling commercial 
goods. The investigation against Hajas was initiated after he made Nazi state-
ments in the company of others, and possessed Nazi insignias as well. The in-
vestigation materials revealed that Hajas with Jewish origins had done these 
only to earn his place in the gang. At the end of the investigation he was sent 
to prison at the age of 19, where he spent twenty months. He remained to be 
under surveillance throughout the 70s because of his juvenile mistake, but 
also due to his artistic work and his relations with avant-garde circles. Fur-
thermore the Ministry of Interior Affairs limited his travels abroad in order to 
repress his international career.8

The poet and artist Tamás Szentjóby was under surveillance9 by several agents 
to his poems, and because of participating in the first Hungarian happening 
The Lunch. In memoriam Batu Khan, in 1966. During his investigation he was 
threated to be prisoned into a madhouse to get mental treatments under force. 
In October 1974 Szentjóby was arrested again, after a copy of the samizdat 
book written by György Konrád and Iván Szelényi: The Intellectuals on the Road 
to Class Power was found in his apartment.10 In this Konrád and Szelényi tried 
to develop a new analytical framework for Soviet-type societies. Hajas was also 
interrogated during a night, since he was close friends with Szentjóby.

Due to the graphic flyers made by lino-cut, the graphic artist Huba Bálványos 
got under investigation. A student fell under suspicion, who knew Bálványos, 
working at the time in a community centre as a leader of a graphic workshop.11 

The informer “Jenő Zalai” has been making reports on the daily events of 
the Academy of Fine Arts since 1967, with a special focus on the progressive 
young artists, such as Huba Bálványos, Ferenc Veszely, and László Lakner (all 
of them worked at the Makó Colony).12

In October 1972 someone handed out a large amount of serigraphic pamphlets 
at the Eötvös Lóránd University, at the University of Economics and Technology, 
on trains, and in boarding houses. The state security agency immediately began 
the search for people who regularly engaged in reproduction, leading to the 
surveillance of the art historian László Beke, the actors Péter Breznyik and Anna 
Koós, the artist-theorist Miklós Erdély, and the sculptor György Jovánovics.13

8 Based on Anna Kis-Kovács’s (widow of Hajas) oral account and the documents of the Minis-
try of Interior Affaires in the Hajas heritage.

9  Schwitters. V-156455. Budapest: Historical Archive of State Security

10  Untitled. V-160493. Budapest: Historical Archive of State Security

11  Untitled. V-154.419/2. Budapest: Historical Archive of State Security

12  Zalai Jenő. M-35917. Budapest: Historical Archive of State Security

13  Sokszorosítók. 3.1.5. O-17-190/2. Budapest: Historical Archive of State Security
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The artist György Galántai and Júlia Klaniczay fell under surveillance14 for the 
first time in 1973 due to organizing exhibitions in an abandoned chapel close 
to the Lake Balaton. This location was out of the focus of the censorship, 
allowing Galántai and the invited artists to execute exhibitions and other 
events without being bothered, which was a rather outstanding momentum 
in the art scene in Hungary. 

Galántai attracted the attention of the state security again in 1979 with the 
establishment of the Artpool Archive,15 a collection of international and Hun-
garian Fluxus, mail art and other materials. Galántai also started to publish 
the journal Recent Letter - Artpool Letter. This contained articles about re-
cent and highly prohibited art events and tendencies by Hungarian and inter-
national authors. Obviously, it was produced without legal permissions.

The samizdat publications of the literal and the art scene were linked in several 
projects. The first initiative that has attracted the attention of the state security 
in January 1967 was the unpublished newspaper entitled Kezdet. The founder 
was Szentjóby, the team of authors would have included the poet Jenő Bal-
askó, the actor István Bálint, artists Erdély and Hajas, the poet Ádám Tábor, and 
the aesthete Sándor Radnóti.16 The next publication without permission was 
the exhibition catalogue entitled document 69-70, which presented the works 
of the second IPARTERV exhibition. After the publication of the catalogue, the 
editor, the painter Gyula Konkoly had to emigrate with his wife.17

The journal entitled Expresszió. Önmanipuláló Szétfolyóirat was launched in 
1971. According to a 1973 December secret report, several of the contributors 
were under surveillance due to hostile activities: the writers Árpád Ajtony and 
Miklós Haraszti, the art historian László Beke, the artists Erdély and Hajas, 
the actors István Bálint, Péter Halász, Anna Koós, the translator Béla Hap, the 
graphic artist, painter and experimental filmmaker Dóra Maurer and Szentjóby. 18

I think this brief summary could have shed light on how tight the network 
of the state security agents was around the nonconformist artists. The re-
strengthening of the control forced several of the artists to leave Hungary, 
leading to a second wave of emigration of artists after the 60s (painter Krisz-
tián Frey and Gyula Konkoly in 1970; Tamás Szentjóby failed to leave in 1967, 

14  Horgászok. O-16268/1. Budapest: Historical Archive of State Security

15  Festő. O-19618. Budapest: Historical Archive of State Security

16 Szőnyei, T. A Kezdet: egy független lap, a happening és a belügy. In: Titkos írás. 
Állambiztonsági szolgálat és irodalmi élet 1956–1990. Budapest: Noran Könyvesház, Volume 
II., 2012, pp. 49–67.

17  Székely, K. Radikális jövőkép. In: Gyula Konkoly. Budapest: St.art Galéria, 2008, pp. 47–48.

18  Horgászok. O-16268/2. Budapest: Historical Archive of State Security

exiled in 1974; painter László Lakner, actor Peter Halász and his company later 
called Squat Theater in 1976; the artists, performers, musicians Gergely Mol-
nár and László Najmányi (funding members of the first Hungarian punk-band 
called Spions), and the painter Endre Tót in 1978; painters András Halász, 
László Méhes in 1979) This, among other things, led to the rupture of the Neo-
avantgarde movement in Hungary; however thanks to the activities of these 
artists, the new media, such as the assamblage, happening, action art, as well 
as conceptual photography spread in the local art practice. 

Multiplication had a different connotation behind the iron curtain than in 
western countries. What served as a device of artistic freedom in the latter, 
became a tool for banned samizdat publications in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope.19 Here it was difficult to access equipment capable of printing in large 
quantities: the authorities restricted printing options for reasons of cultural 
policy and state protection. The printing film is also essential for the photo-
graphic reproduction technique, which was only available in the state-owned 
printer works. Therefore, the producers of both the artistic and the political 
samizdat had to find illegal assistants among the employees of the printer 
works, or use manufactured home made machines. In connection with such 
cases the state security punished not only the intellectual creators, but the 
printer contributors as well.

Owing to the peculiar social-political microclimate in the town of Makó, the 
artists working at the colony could legally exploit the possibilities provided by 
new printing techniques in the pint work of the town. As a result, offset and 
screen print became a part of graphic art, bringing about a major turn in the 
history of Hungarian graphic art. 

It is quite a contradiction, but so far, during the research I have not found 
information on whether the Makó Artists’ Colony had been investigated by 
the state security. It is hard to decide on the basis of the available historical 
documents if relevant materials had disappeared, or indeed there was no sur-
veillance—which contradicts the fact that several of the artists at the colony 
have long been investigated earlier.

A possible explanation could be the influence of the Head of the Town Coun-
cil, Dr István Forgó, so fond of the colony, that he covered up all disorder 
provoked by the artists’ often scandalous behaviour. While selecting materi-
als for the exhibition with my associate curator, Árpád Tóth, we realized that 
apart from a few exceptions, the works made at Makó were rather apolitical. 
Our assumption is that there was an unspoken consensus that granted artis-
tic freedom for the artists, provided if they avoided political issues.

19 Rissmann, E. (ed.). Szamizdat: alternatív kultúrák Kelet- és Közép-Európában, 1956–1989. 
Budapest: Stencil Kiadó – Európai Kulturális Alapítvány, 2004.

Krisztina Üveges /  Play with the Fire – State Security  



5756

Perin Emel Yavuz, Postdoc, CEFRES-FMSH, ARVIMM
Non-official art in Bratislava,  
an autonomous “artworld” 
An institutional approach.he following article 

is the result of recent research on the revaluation of the avant-gardes from 
the 1960s-1970s in terms of globalization, from the geographical area that 
stretches from Turkey to Europe Central. Despite its novelty in my work, it is 
based on a theoretical background in which the issues of the genesis of the 
artwork and the creation of artistic value are important. To prepare my field-
work, I relied on online archive projects on the art of the period and region 
that a recent generation of art historians and art critics led to emergence 
over the past decade: East Art Map1, Abart2, Monoskop3, Central Europe Art 
Database4. While exploring one of them, Parallel Chronologies. An Archive of 
East European Exhibitions5, the topic of this article appeared to me. Parallel 
Chronologies’ goal is « to present an international network of professional 
relationships, documents of exhibitions, events, and art spaces instead of 
merely displaying artworks » (http://tranzit.org/exhibitionarchive/). Brow-
sing through the index keywords, I observed that the entries for Czechos-
lovakia focused primarily on the non-official artists from Slovakia, which, 
writes Tomáš Pospiszyl, « in contrast to the Czech one — offers a proof of 
conceptual work from as early as the second half of the 1960s » (Pospiszyl, 
2013, p. 13). Documents gathered in this entry word reflect events organized 
by artists: brochures published on the occasion of events, publications, pre-
paratory documentation, photographs keeping trace of events. These events 
(exhibitions, meetings, actions) aren’t part of an institutional framework: they 
took place in the private area or in the public space of the street or of nature. 
All of these documents give a specific image of the artist’s role: as an author, 
as a producer, as a curator, and even as an archivist of his own work. One 
can also note the predominantly collective nature of these events. From the 
image given by this research on Parallel Chronologies of the artistic scene 
and practices, a question appeared to me: how these activities developed 

1  http://www.eastartmap.org/

2  http://abart-full.artarchiv.cz/dokumenty.php?slang=en

3  https://monoskop.org

4  http://cead.space/index.php

5  http://tranzit.org/exhibitionarchive/

below the institutional framework, unable to receive because of the socialist 
ideology in Czechoslovakia, do they acquire their artistic value? If we look at 
these documents as traces of artistic activity, what did convince these artists 
that they produced an art without public, nor space to make the aesthetic 
relationship exist? In other words, can these documents, related to an artis-
tic production from a specific artistic context, enable to renew the question 
of Nelson Goodman, “When is there art“? (Goodman, 2006) The question is 
ambitious and I don’t pretend to give a decisive answer. But, I wish I could 
bring some elements of answer. For this, my perspective will be logically the 
one of institutional aesthetics. So, in a first descriptive part, I will focus on the 
conditions of creation for these artists. In a second one, using the notion of 
“arts of making” by Michel de Certeau, I will analyse two artworks pointing the 
context’s consequences on non-official creation. And, in the third part, I will 
analyse the process of artistic value creation from the definition of “artworld” 
by George Dickie and through a case study.

1. Dematerialisation and self-production

Documents (photographs, typescripts, invitation cards, posters) gathered at 
the entry word “Slovakia” in Parallel Chronologies6 are mostly traces of collec-
tive actions or events from different kinds. In addition to testify the activities 
of non-official artists of the Bratislava microcosm, these documents provide 
a lot of information on their production context that has more to do with 
auto-production, outside the institutional framework.

One should recall that the artistic production was tightly controlled by state 
institutions such as the Czech Fund for the Visual Arts which functioned as a 
welfare and employment service for artists, as the Central Union of Czechos-
lovak Visual Artists to which only graduate artists from state schools had the 
right to subscribe for doing their job, and Art Centrum, the agency that was 
responsible for the «export» of works by Czech artists. This highly regulated 
system was supported by one single conception of art, the Marxist view. In 
other words, art and artists were at the service of the valorization of State 
and ideology in a very powerful framework, the one of official art. Supported 
institutionally, this art was the only one that could access visibility into the 
State art places in a context where independent galleries were very rare. Des-
pite this very rigid framework, the disobedient slovakian art scene, as recalls 
Aurel Hrabušický, “underwent unbelievable acceleration in the course of this 
decade and by the end of the 1960s it reached the peak of its development ; 

6  One can find them online, following this weblink : http://tranzit.org/exhibitionnarchive/cate-
gory/czechoslovakia/slovakia/ 
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it was still open to new, current impulses to which it was able to react in such 
a specific way that even the foreign expert public noticed it.” (Hrabušický, 
2008, p. 111). Nevertheless, we may assume that these artistic developments 
were interdependent with the authoritarian political context, which was 
reinforced after the Prague Spring, and especially after 1972, during the “nor-
malization”, as recalls Radislav Matuštik, when artists “have been disquali-
fied because of their decisive participation to the development of an ‘other’ 
creativity parallel to [the English, American and French art’s offensives].” 
(Matuštik, 1989, n.p.) Thus, situated outside the institutional framework, 
this “parallel creativity” partly took the form of ephemeral practices, such as 
action and event, in a powerful symbol through which the dematerialization 
of artwork takes a strong political sense of transgression, at the boundary 
between human activity (in the broad sense) and artistic activity, and at the 
boundary between public and private space.

Some of them were clearly happenings like HAPPSOC I conceived by Stano 
Filko, Alex Mlynárčik and Zita Kostrová as a complete appropriation of the 
town of Bratislava during the first week of May 1965, or like J.K. Ping-Pong 
Club organised by Július Koller in 1970 in the independant Galéria Mladých 
in Bratislava. Others may take a more experimental or diffuse form of event, 
consisting of group meetings like Rusovce, an initiative by Ľubomír Ďurček 
who gathered some artists during a few days in 1978 at the water’s edge, or of 
immersions in specific sites like the “situational drama”, a kind of collective 
actions in urban periphery orchestrated by Rudolf Sikora in 1983 and 1984. 
This idea of specific site is also in the U.F.O. Gallery—Gallery Ganek project 
initiated by Július Koller in 1971. During long meetings with a group of artists, 
they designated the Malý Ganek, a little mount in the Tatras, as a place to 
communicate with unknown civilisations, from Earth or not. The private 
space could also be used as a place for exhibition. The First Open Studio, 
that occured in the Rudolf Sikora’s house on November 19, 1970, was the first 
of a long series of collective exhibitions of this kind. Much later, in 1989, the 
exhibition Su-terén was displayed in a private cellar, after a long conceptual 
process conceived by Peter Meluzin as an “action art piece”. Some years 
before, in 1968-1969, Július Koller and Peter Bartoš decided to occupy a semi-
public space : the display window of the communal Hosiery Express Repair 
Shop in Bratislava, where they presented their artworks and that they called 
the Permanent Anti-Gallery. 

In another way, artists used offset print posters as exhibition or event space. 
This is the case of …Time I… and …Time II… initiated by Rudolf Sikora in June 
1973, who was influenced by the samizdat translation of the Dennis L. Mea-
dows’s book Limits of Grows, which was about the risks due to population 

growth and natural resources limitation. After long debates with artists 
and specialists, a poster was created and distributed during a speleologists 
congress in Brno. Somewhat on the same model, Symposium 1974 was the 
result of meetings between artists, thus presenting itself as the exhibition 
poster of Slovak non-official artists with the reproduction of 12 artworks by 
them. Finally, the Red Year calendar conceived by Robert Cyprich in 1979 “as 
a confrontation between the Communist utopia of the international’s avant-
garde and the reality in Czechoslovakia” (Klímová, B., Grúň, D. and Cenek, F., 
2013, p. 31). The poster resulted from a Mail art collaboration with 365 inter-
national artists.

Through these examples appears the metophorical figure of the artist as an 
entrepreneur, that is to say the individual who takes risks to implement an 
idea, who is in a process of discovery and exploitation of opportunities and 
who innovates. The objective of this type of activity is to create value. But 
then is the question about its ability to produce artistic value insofar as this 
activity stays invisible, without a real public to activate the aesthetic rela-
tionship.

2. “Arts of making” nothing… or art

What is striking in these documents, particularly in the photos, is their ordi-
nariness and everyday, first in their aesthetic quality, which is not much dif-
ferent from popular practice, then in what they show. Indeed, in this pictures, 
we can see men spending time amoung friends on a river or inside an appar-
tement, busy in a construction site or in a cellar. These photographs show 
the very thin boundary which separates these activities, of which photos are 
traces, between art and everyday.

In The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau is interested in “arts of 
making”, that is to say “the investigation of ways in which users operate” or 
“ways of operating” or “doing things”. Considering “modes of operation or 
schemata of action” are invisible, Certeau takes the party to analyze the prac-
tices of “the common man” (Certeau and Giard, 1990, p. xxxv) — understood 
as a user — in the interstices of dominant discourses. These practices such 
as underground tactics, poaching, diversion, etc., negociate with the devices 
of power and control that make conformity. In a context where, as written by 
Vit Havránek, “the totalitarian structure of power generated public space as 
a space for empty gestures, an adaptation space, of symbolic submission to 
different standards of colonization” (Havranek, 2010, p. 28), this notion of “arts 
of making” engages a double reading of these activities. As the fact of “com-
mon men”, they can be seen by most people as simply belonging to everyday 
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activities and more generally to life. It was however less easy to detect their 
artistic nature. This was obviously due to their context of realisation, that 
is to say outside the artistic and institutional framework and without a real 
audience (the latter being reduced to friendship networks).

One of the founding events of this non-official art scene reflects these “arts 
of making” that poach everyday. This is the well-known HAPPSOC series, 
illustrated here by HAPPSOC I (Fig. 1-2), that took place during the opening 
period known as the «Third Way», represented by Alexander Dubček’s figure. 
It was a series of three overall appropriations of public space, in the midst of 
happening and actionism but also of French Nouveau Réalisme’s appropria-
tions. Filko and Mlynarcik created this neologism from the words “happening” 
or “happy” and “society” or “socialism”. Announced by a post mailing, the 
first HAPPSOC was a pure readymade. It took place in Bratislava for 7 days 
between May 1 and 8, 1965. A list of objects in the city, obtained from the sta-
tistic office (Havránek, 2010, p. 29), was attached to the invitation: the number 
of women, men, dogs, houses, washing machines, theaters and cinemas, 
etc. (Fig. 3-4) As indicated in paragraph 15 of this list, “All Bratislava” was also 
considered as a readymade among others. The second HAPPSOC they rea-
lized still together (the third one being organized by Filko alone) introduced 
a participatory dimension. It also took place in Bratislava for 7 days between 
December 25 and 31, 1965, and was conceived “as an interactive scenario 
sketched in Fluxus style” (Restany and Mlynárčik, 1994, p. 23) staged by the 
invitation card (Fig. 5). For example, on December 25, the advertising card of 
a Parisian peepshow calls to go party on Christmas Eve; on December 26, the 
white space suggests the rest; on December 27, 28 and 29 meeting places 
were given, etc. On May 1, 1965, the three artists wrote a manifesto defining 
HAPPSOC as an action that both presents reality as itself and forces the 
individual to perceive reality in a more complex way, in its poetic dimension 
(Fig. 6). This act of appropriation, inheritated from Duchamp’s tradition, pro-
claimed Bratislava as an artwork, establishing an aesthetic relation between 
users and town’s everyday. But this appropriation was also resolutely sub-
versive because, as Vit Havránek analyses it, it reproduced “the ideological 
process of colonization: the artists monopolized (through statistical figures) 
the urban reality in order to transform it into an artistic production reservoir” 
(Havránek, 2010, p. 29). In this totalizing perspective, it was also a way to 
overstep the institutional framework of art. This tactic didn’t only bypassed 
this framework but it fully embraced it within the artistic gesture.

If the second half of the sixties could be quite permissive, control and cen-
sorship prevailed after 1968 engaging artists to retreat into a clandestine 
space and employ tactics, almost invisibile, on the boundary between art and 

life, as documents can show it. The most fascinating example of these “arts of 
making” is surely the event Rusovce, which is documented by photographies. 
This event was organized by the artist Ľubomír Ďurček between August 4 and 7 
1978 in this southern Bratislava’s borough situated on the Danube river’s bank. 
Ďurček, whose work focuses on collective and participative situations, gathe-
red the artists Peter Bartoš, Stano Filko, Vladimír Havrilla, Juraj Mihálik and the 
archeologist and future Minister of Culture (1990-1992) Ladislav Snopko, for “a 
cross generation friendly meeting by lake” as written in the document’s titles 
(Fig. 7). Taken out of context, these documents may be perceived as vacation 
photographs, showing moments of relaxation and game. In reality, under cover 
of an apparent banality, this meeting was a moment of exchange and experi-
mentation about art with documented discussions, sampling and appropria-
tion pebbles, sculptures made of stones and water, etc. (Fig. 8-19) Paradigmatic 
of the conceptual approach of this artistic scene searching for a redefinition of 
art, this meeting is even more paradigmatic Ďurček’s work. Indeed, he radically 
dematerialized his artistic practice in favor of the question “what does make 
art art?” and oriented it in experimenting (Pospiszyl, 2013, p. 14) leading him to 
explore the potential of photography, not only as a trace of an event but as a 
creative medium. By the way, his famous self-portrait with a diving mask full 
of stones shows this evolution towards a coalescence from action and image 
(Fig. 20). Beyond this photography awareness, his dematerialized essentia-
list approach could justify that “he no longer needed art institutions such as 
exhibitions or catalogues” (Pospiszyl, 2013, p. 14). The fact is that Ďurček had 
almost no access to official art scene, whereas he taught art and was involved 
in artistic circles. Somehow, his institutional status, while freeing him from the 
“professional artist” label, allowed him to reach a purer approach to art, away 
from the communist project in which “every artistic creation acquires status of 
‘direct political propaganda’”. (Havránek, 2010, p. 28) A situation that leads him 
and his fellows to the search of some invisibility, as suggested by the part of 
the document’s title in brackets: “another of the many attempts to be invisible”. 
Thus, theses photographs point out one of the most interesting aspects of 
Ďurček’s activities, as well as the ones of his fellows, that is to say the lack of 
dinstinction between private actions and provocative actions, between poli-
tical gestures in the commun space of the town and simple experimentations 
on art potentials. Such examples, that shows “arts of making” on the boundary 
between art and life, projected in public space and flirting with visibility and 
invisibility, are numerous in these documents and beyond. 

But, at this stage, what seems interesting is the process by which these acti-
vities or events, that make their way to circumvent the dominant space of 
official art, gain artistic recognition, and thus by which they produce artistic 
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value. In other words, what makes these activities are art whereas they were 
rejected outside the prescribing institutional framework? If, from our pers-
pective, there is no doubt that these activities are art, it is because we re-
ceive them from a specific framework (collected documents or website built 
by specialists, for example) allowing their recognition as such. Our reception 
is guided by a processus of recognition that builds a framework allowing us 
to recognize these documents as traces of artistic manifestations. But, in 
their context of production, by what means and what framework did they 
have been detected as art?

3. Process of artistic value creating

To explain what makes that a given object is or is not an artwork, we must 
focus not only on the intrinsic properties of this object, but also, and above 
all, on its place within the institutional context provided by what can be cal-
led the artworld. This is the project of the institutional approach of art in the 
fiedl of analytical aesthetics. In 1984, George Dickie, one of its main represen-
tatives, revises his own theory from 1974 (Dickie, 1974), which was at the ori-
gin of an important debate, and proposes a new definition of the artwork: “an 
artwork is an artifact whose specificity is that it was created to be presented 
at a public from artworld” (Dickie, 2009). Let’s quickly analyze the terms of 
this Dickie’s definition. An artwork is an artifact to be presented to the public. 
It is created by an artist who is conscious that this artifact is art. As for the 
public, it is conscious that what is presented is art and it has ability and sen-
sitivity to understand the type of art that is presented to it. If the artist and 
the public are the minimal framework of creation, the artworld comprises 
other roles like the critic, the professor, the curator, for example. The artworld 
is based on conventions governing these roles but also conditions of creation 
and presentation of art. According to this definition, we see the flaws in the 
socialist context conditioning the artworld: the access to public when non-
official artists were banned from public life, the formation of a public able to 
receive this non-official art, the capacity of actors from the artworld to vali-
date this art, conventions imposed by the communist ideology. I would add 
to this definition the criterion of temporality, considering that creation of an 
artwork and its reception by the artworld are part of a process that leads to 
the artistic value creation. I propose to analyse this process through a case 
study, Alex Mlynárčik’s one, to see what ways the artistic recognition of his 
work had to borrow and what workarounds it had to make, for us to be able to 
perceive it today as art.

The first step of value creation is at the level of artists’ sociability. Above all, 

their relationship between them was a valorization factor, as demonstrated 
Rusovce. In other words, it is the constitution of a community of persons 
conscious to create art, sharing the same concerns, able to understand the 
aesthetic issues of such practices whose material is life, and thus able to 
distinguish between everyday and artistic practices. Beyond this first circle, 
value creation also operates with the public participation during grandilo-
quent events of Mlynárčik, like Eve’s Wedding he organized in Zilina on Sep-
tember 23, 1972. Mlynárčik’s practice has a strong background on art history 
to which he dedicated most of his artworks. Here, this real wedding aimed 
to reproduce in reality a painting, The Wedding from 1946 by the Slovakian 
painter Ludovit Fulla, whose he kept the charateristic of tradition and folk-
lore. Mlynárčik succeeded in finding a true young couple who accepted to 
marry for the event, and he completely staged this “real fiction”, as he said, 
from the exit of the Town Hall on a traditional cart carrying the newlyweds, 
driven by beribboned horses, to the reception through the realization of 
ancestral rituals (Fig. 21). Of course, performing such a public and participa-
tory event is highly visible, especially when a helicopter appears above the 
Town Hall to spray the crowd with good wishes written on paper hearts. But 
it was a double-edged visibility: if the marriage device was exhibited at the 
sight of all, its artistic value was not noticeable in the eyes of people outside 
the event, and even in spite of the exuberance of the scenario imagined by 
Mlynárčik. On one hand, the event was based on the complicity of his friendly 
network. On the other hand, thanks to its festive dimension, it could involve 
a larger community of people (Fig. 22-24). Thus, if we consider publicisation 
as a step in the creation of artistic value, these events accessed to an artistic 
existence by playing with the boundary between public and private. Beyond 
the event itself, this existence was also actualized by the production of docu-
ments that can be simple retranscriptible memories, ephemeral documents 
announcing events distributed in the non-official sociability networks, pho-
tographs that keep memory of these events or self-editions like Symposium 
74, for example, with its “poster-exhibition” of a “friendly meeting” presenting 
artists’ artworks. These documents points out the artifacts.

But one perceives limits for artistic practices that deviate from a system 
governed by a single conception of art reducing thereby criteria of aesthetic 
judgment to the Communist ideology’s adherence. The artistic value of the 
events previously analyzed was thus reduced because of their non institutio-
nal recognition — a kind of recognition that artists didn’t want. Paradoxically, 
if artistic activity was very controlled within the country, the Czechoslovakian 
economic policy, that aimed entry currency in the territory, favored some-
how the artistic value creating process of these artists and their work. State 
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had seen in art, certainly a tool of communication, but especially a good way 
to help the trade balance. Under the supervision of the Ministry of Foreign 
Trade, Art Centrum, the institution which managed the exports of Czechoslo-
vakian art, could be quite permissive towards artists. So many artists of this 
underground scene were granted temporary permission to leave the country 
to attend their exhibitions abroad or for residences. At the domestic level, 
this is thus through a commercial institution in charge of international affairs 
that artistic recognition of these artists was made possible. In other words, 
their artistic value was created by their potential economic value on the in-
ternational market and was endorsed by stakeholders from the international 
worlds of art, particularly in the West. This is particularly relevant in the case 
of Alex Mlynárčik.

In his monograph dedicated to the artist in 1994, French art critic Pierre Res-
tany, who played an important role in the artistic relations between France 
and Czechoslovakia, relates his first meeting with the artist one day of spring 
1964 at the Galerie Lara Vincy in Paris. They quickly became friends. But 
above all, the art critic perceived the innovative quality of Mlynárčik’s work. 
The Nouveau Réalisme’s promoter recognized the same mural materiality as 
in Antonio Tapiès’ work; he was particularly impressed by Mlynárčik’s interest 
in graffiti, a practice of “collective sociological expressity” (Restany, P. and 
Mlynárčik, A., 1994, p. 2) that reflects appropriation of life through art. Thanks 
to his discussions with Restany but also to his immersion in the Western ar-
tworld where he discovered Neo-Dada, Pop art, Cage, Kaprow, George Maciu-
nas and Fluxus —“the existential action line of the other face of art” (Restany, 
P. and Mlynárčik, A., 1994, p. 3) —, Mlynárčik confirmed his own practice. The 
concept of ready made he discovered then will initiate HAPPSOC series but 
also his future production which will stage the essence of Slovakian identity. 
While inaugurating a long series of trips and collaborations in France, his trip 
to Paris allowed him to become convinced of the artistic value of his work. 

It was also an opportunity to network with actors (artists, art historians, 
critics and gallery owners) and institutions from Western artworld. His rela-
tionships with Restany allowed Mlynárčik to join concretely Parisian artworld. 
In spring 1966, he exhibited his Permanent Manifestations series in the 
Galerie Raymonde Cazenave, and Restany wrote an article for the exhibition 
catalog. The following year, he had there another show with Miloš Urbášek. 
The French art critic Raoul Jean-Moulin wrote a review in the famous journal 
directed by Louis Aragon, Les Lettres françaises. Jean-Moulin, who was also 
a cultural counselor of a town in the Paris suburbs, invited him the following 
year, in 1968, to create an installation, Megaliths, during an arts festival. These 
few examples highlight the institutional recognition of Mlynarcik abroad. It is 

remarkable to observe in his biography that, until the fall of the Iron Curtain, 
his artistic activity was divided between East, where he mainly organized non 
official and festive events as described earlier, and West, where he had insti-
tutionnal shows in galleries, art centers or biennals.

To conclude this paper, I would like to focus on some photographs taken 
during Eve’s Wedding by Mlynárčik showing a moustached man, with wavy 
brown hair and glasses, taking part to the event (Fig. 25). Those who know 
him can recognize Pierre Restany. Because he was not only interested 
interested in Czech artists who came in France, he also went regularly to 
Prague and Bratislava where he kept true friendships with many artists 
and professionnal relations. He was a correspondant for the art magazines 
Vytvarna prace et Vytvarni umeni from 1964 to 1972. He also organized exhi-
bitions at the National Gallery in Prague about Yves Klein in 1968 and Martial 
Raysse in 1970. So he often came in Tchechoslovaquia for long visits to spend 
money he earned through theses activities. It was during one of these visits 
he took part in Eve’s Wedding. This photographic trace of him, as a free critic 
from West and as a maker of artistic value, is what allows to complete the 
valorization process of this form of non-official art, in its own grounds. As this 
festive artwork, that circumvents the unique vision of art through a specific 
form, the presence of Restany appears like a kind of infiltration, an act maybe 
too transgressive which cost him his ban from the territory from 1974.

Conclusion

This presentation focused on a corpus of documents related to performative 
and collective artworks by non-official artists of the art scene in Bratislava, 
that emerged at the beginning of the 1960s. Their teaching is high on several 
aspects related to the issue that I am interested in throughout this article: to 
understand what makes these actions are art. This question was suggested 
by the ideological institutional context that prescribed the criteria for what 
is a good art and excluded works and artists who dit not comply. Convinced 
that the truth of art can not be imposed on individuals in a downward move-
ment, these artists were able to find in themselves their own collaborators 
and their own audience, creating the first conditions for an artworld, even if 
non-official. From this situation derived a type of works, fragile and evential, 
playing on the border of visibility and invisibility, art and life, in the public 
space. We must add to this context exchanges with the international art 
scene, quickly sketched through the figure of Pierre Restany. They show that 
the tactics developed by non-official artists of Bratislava are irreducible to 
their specific context, but they testify the role of these artists in the turn of 
art phenomenon as a global phenomenon. 
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With the benefit of hindsight, more and more professionals and art lovers 
appreciate Slovak conceptual and action art of the second half of the 20th 

century. They consider it to have an unmistakable value even in a broader 
than regional context. Alex Mlynárčik, Stano Filko, Jana Želibská, Július 
Koller, Peter Bartoš and Rudolf Sikora have eventually gained international 
attention during the past two decades, although some of the above mentio-
ned had already been noticed, although marginally, even earlier. Slovak con-
ceptual strategies became established in Slovak art owing to these artists. 
They were also authors of events and festivals, but even these works had a 
premeditated concept. 

Liberal cultural and political atmosphere in Czechoslovakia during the late 
1960s supported free artistic expression although state galleries and art 
museums still did not accept action and conceptual artists. Only conventi-
onal artists were allowed to exhibit there. Let me remind you that no private 
galleries or art museums existed in Czechoslovakia at that time. Young artists 
therefore spontaneously chose alternative ways and places to present their 
works. By doing that they also resigned to official funding of their activities by 
the state.

After 1972 (after the so called normalisation congresses of art unions), con-
ceptual and action artists, besides other artists, were excluded from public 
life. They lost their possibility to exhibit. However, conceptual artists were not 
discouraged. They worked on their individual programmes during the whole 
period of the so called normalisation in Czechoslovakia in the 70s and 80s 
as members of unofficial Slovak art scene. The acceptance of their work in a 
broader international context after years, at present, only confirms that the 
programmes were meaningful. 

Zuzana Bartošová 
Institute of Art History of Slovak Academy of Sciences,  
Bratislava
Strategies of Slovak conceptual 
artists around 1968: projects, events, 
questions and research
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Several notes on concept-art, or the conceptual art in other words

In 1961, Henry Flynt wrote his famous essay Concept Art published two years 
later in the book An Anthology. Flynt wrote: „a concept means the same for 
conceptual art as a tone means for music. It is its raw material. As concepts 
relate mainly to language, conceptual art is such form of art, whose starting 
point is the language.“1 In An Anthology, this topic was also discussed in texts 
by Georges Brecht, Jon Cage, Walter de Mariu, Yoko Ono, Dick Higgins, Nam 
June Paik, George Maciunas and others. The following reasons were conside-
red crucial by Flynt for the establishment of conceptual art: firstly, an effort 
to introduce order in some activities – in the art of structures, in visual art, as 
well as music, which are forms in which structure is substantial. And secon-
dly, a response to a change of the paradigm of the meaning of pure mathema-
tics – the acceptance of its aesthetic qualities besides its cognitive function.2

Only a few artistic trends have so many theoretical studies written by their 
own artistic personalities as conceptual art. Many artists utilized its close 
relationship with language and mathematics. However, the discussion, going 
on during the entire 60s and 70s in the United States clarified and later jus-
tified Sol leWitta‘s and Joseph Kossuth‘s standpoint that the conceptual art 
was not an illustration of either mathematics or philosophy of language but 
original art, if somebody could consider it art.3 Besides tautological explana-
tions of its existence, which are typical for conceptual art, its other characte-
ristic features emerged. Its permutative quality and informative value appro-
ximated it to the computer world, the serial feature called attention to the 
issue of time which was often considered crucial by its authors. Minimalist 
artists in the United States also developed conceptual ideas. They created 
their works in opposition to pop-art, such as the above mentioned Sol leWit. 
In this respect we must mention that universities in the United States ena-
bled young people to freely combine scientific subjects: they could attend art 
or contemporary dance or music classes alongside with mathematics and 
philosophy, for example. In my opinion, this phenomenon was crucial for the 
relevant theoretical level of texts written by minimal and conceptual artists. 

A little earlier, before concept in art started to be theoretically studied, the 
Fluxus movement was established in the United States. It was formed at the 

1 Flynt, Henry. Essay: Concept Art. in: Schlatter, Christian (ed): Art conceptuel Formes Contep-
tuelles / Conceptual Art Conceptual Forms. Paris: Gallery 1900-2000, 1990, p. 8. (The book 
was published on the occasion of the exhibition of the same name.)

2 Schlatter, Christian (ed.). Art conceptuel Formes Conteptuelles / Conceptual Art Conceptual 
Forms. Paris: Gallery 1900-2000, 1990, pp. 5-6. (The book was published on the occasion of 
the exhibition of the same name.)

3 Ibidem, pp. 11-16 (freely according to the above source)
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end of the 50s as a free association of artists whose desire was to experiment 
and who did not respect the given borders between particular types of art, 
between art and life. Its founder was Georges Maciunas and it has kept its 
influence to the present. Fluxus originally focused especially on music, inclu-
ding creation of scores, although it also included visual expressions such as 
performance, body art, events, visual poetry, and so on. In 1960 it penetra-
ted to New York through the AG gallery and it drew attention to Duchamp‘s 
legacy on crossovers between Art and Life. Shortly after its birth, Fluxus 
transferred its activities to Europe: it echoed throughout Germany, especially 
Düsseldorf. Other important artists, such as Joseph Beuys and Naum Juin 
Paik joined in, Wolf Vostel was an active member. 

It took nearly a decade before first representative exhibitions of conceptual 
art were held. The Conceptual Art and Conceptual Aspects Exposition in 
August 1970 in the New York Cultural Center, prepared by Joseph Kossuth, 
strived to present especially the strict nature of the trend.4 A competing 
exhibition Information5 was held in the same year in the Museum of Modern 
Art in New York. It included a hundred American and European artists whose 
work was marked with the current „mental shift“ of the function of art, that is, 
also the Fluxus-oriented artists, and it wiped out the borders between indivi-
dual tendencies and opened discussion on critical role of art.  

In relation to the penetration of ideas of conceptual art of the US artists to 
the Czech (and Slovak) intellectual environment I find it important to mention 
activities of the jazz section headed by Karel Srp Sr. In December 1982 the 
jazz section published two volumes of Minimal & Earth & Concept Art which 
included biographies, samples of works, their interpretations, interviews and 
theoretical studies dealing with artists who worked within the tendencies 
devised from its name.6

The situation on the European cultural ground differed from that in the U.S. 
Critic Pierre Restany published a manifesto of „new realism“ in Paris in 1960, a 
time and mental parallel to pop-art, which grew in the British-American envi-
ronment. Both styles – new realism and pop-art – refuse both painting based 
on the visual reality and traditional picture and sculpture. Their paramount 
object of interest is the reality of the surrounding world. The segments, cut-
-outs, prints, casts and compressions of such reality are embodied in their 

4 Schlatter 1990, pp. 22-23. 

5 Ibidem, p. 21. 

6 Srp, Karel (ed.). MINIMAL, EARTH, CONCEPTUAL ART. Jazzpetit 1982, vol. 1-2, no. 11. Published 
by the Jazz Section, member of the International Jazz Federation under the UNESCO Music 
Council as an annex to the Jazz bulletin /8445/69/. Published in December 1982. For internal 
use. 
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artworks. The „city nature“ or „the other nature“ is understood as natural 
environment of contemporary man surrounded by trivial products of the 
consumer society to which he belongs. Unlike pop-art, new realism was open 
to overlaps not only towards happenings but also to the conceptually pre-
pared form: to celebrations and tributes. New realism opened opportunities 
for creativity going beyond the common art disciplines in Europe, the same 
which the Fluxus movement enabled in the USA. New realism announced 
permeation of art and life.

Italy saw the birth of arte-povera (poor art) in the 1960s. Its ideas were formu-
lated and exhibitions organized in the second half of the decade by the art 
critic Germano Celant. Like artists of new realism, the arte-povera artists also 
worked with segments of reality, thus legitimizing the objet-trouvé tradition, 
which was topical in dadaism. They also liked to appropriate natural objects 
into works of art, happenings and events. They considered their work to be 
also political: „Arte povera is a great democratic structure“, one of the artists, 
Pier Paolo Calzolari, said.7

An effort to strictly distinguish individual areas of the „mentally different“ art 
at its very birth faced resistance – let me mention the confusion exhibition 
Information (1970). A complete permeation occurred after some time when 
some exhibitions and their catalogues appropriated efforts of one group 
under the name of the other historically evidenced activity. One of them was 
for example Ubi Fluxus ibi motus in Venice during the biennial in 1990. The 
catalogue presents Fluxus artists along with Paris realists and arte-povera 
artists.8

The particulars of Slovak conceptual art

Slovak conceptual art blends with action art in works by particular artists. 
In other words, majority of action works by Slovak artists had a conceptual 
foundation, i.e. a prearranged scenario. The first and crucial work of its kind,

the Happsoc (1965) by three artists Alex Mlynárčik, Stano Filko and Zita 
Kostrová and its contemporary interpretation also wiped the borders. We 
may guess from the title, that it was a happening which is evidenced by the 
idea of activity of Bratislava inhabitants during the days of Happsoc. Both the 

7 Zacharopoulos, Denys. Der Nomade trägt sein Haus ständing in sich. Interview mit Pier Paolo 
Calzolari, 1997. In: Meyer-Stoll, Christiane (ed.): Arte Povera. Arbeiten und Dokumente aus 
der Samlung Goetz 1958 bis heute. München: Kunstverlag Ingvild Goetz G.m.b.H., Sammlung 
Goetz, 1997, pp. 77-91, quote p. 86. (The book was published on the occasion of the travelling 
exhibition of the same name.)

8 Di Magio, Gino – Oliva, Achille Bonito (eds.). Ubi Fluxus ibi motus 1990-1962. Milano: Fondazi-
one Mudima – Nuove edizioni Gabriele Mazota, 1990. (The book was published on the occasi-
on of the exposition of the same name during the XLIV Venice Biennial.)
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artists and the most important art critic Pierre Restany called it a happening. 
Pierre Restany was a connoisseur of young Slovak conceptual and action 
art from the half of the 1960s. However, looking back we may not agree with 
such classification of Happsoc. A simple text message, which the citizens 
were not even aware of, although it concerned their lives, may be classified as 
a Duchamp style concept. The surprising feature is the artists‘ braveness to 
appropriate everyday life.  

The scenario of action works – the concept – did not always have a consi-
stent written or drawn form, however, it must have existed in one form or 
another before their implementation. Especially the collective celebrations 
which are typical for Slovak environment, could not be organized only based 
on the spontaneous decisions at the time of their holding. Alex Mlynárčik, 
a great magician of such events, demonstrated organizational skills during 
their implementation. This reveals that discussions, correspondence and 
negotiation must have preceded the events. If he wanted to involve a large 
number of fellow artists, authentic participants and audience, he had to pro-
ceed in a conceptual way so that a structured work which took place at seve-
ral locations and different times could work as a whole. 

Edgar Degas Memorial may serve as an example. Its main part, the appro-
priated horse races took place in Liptovský Mikuláš, and an accompanying 
event – an art auction, which induced unreal social atmosphere, was held in 
Bratislava.9

A similar collective celebration organized by Jana Želibská, named Betrothal 
of Spring, was designed as an event with a unique artistic poetics, composed 
of several sequences, several performances of smaller groups and artistic 
couples. The organization of this also had to be prearranged. In other words, 
the concept preceded the implementation of work.10 In the conclusion of this 
characteristics of the Slovak situation – the overlapping of conceptual and 
action art – we can say that the division applied retrospectively by the art 
critics, publications, by galleries and in exhibitions, was not important for the 
audiences or the participants in the authentic events. We may also say that 
the traditional type institutions still fail to document the birth of action works 

9 Edgar Degas Memorial. Event - celebration by Alex Mlynárčik. 29 June 1971, Brati-
slava, auction of works by G. Bertini, Cézar, Francois Dufren, Viliam Jakubík, Mimm 
Rotell, Gianni Bertini, Gyula Kosice, Antoni Miralda, Dorothée Selz, Jean-Michel 
Sanejouand, Niki de Saint Phalle in Karol Lacko’s studio. Horse races 31 July and 1 
August 1971, Liptovský Mikuláš. 

 Consolation prize: Vladimír Kordoš - Marián Mudroch, prize for the most beautiful horse: 
Jana Shejbalová - Želibská, prize for the best horse: Miloš Urbásek. According to: Matuštík, 
Radislav: ... before. Crossing borders 1964 – 1971. Považská Art Gallery, Žilina 1994, p. 205. 

10  For more details on Slovak conceptual and action art see: Bartošová, Zuzana. Despite Totali-
tarianism. Unofficial Slovak art scene of the 1970s and 1980s. Bratislava: Kalligram, 2011.  
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on the level of their preparation, which is to the detriment of their more pro-
found interpretation. 

Purely conceptual works of art also exist on the Slovak art scene along with 
its specific form – concept as the starting point of action. Artists whose aim 
were not celebrations, expressed themselves through such purely conceptu-
al works of art using texts, sketches or documentation of private, pre-thought 
intimate events flowing through time. Another specific feature of Slovak con-
ceptual art must be mentioned in this respect. All artists whose works are 
discussed in this study, have academic education, they are graduates of the 
Academy of Fine Arts and Design in Bratislava. 

The sources of Slovak conceptual art

The person behind the birth of the Slovak conceptual and action art was Pie-
rre Restany, a theoretician of the New Realists group in Paris. 

After being captured by Czech art, Pierre Restany became interested in 
contemporary Slovak fine art. It was the result of initiative of young Alex Mly-
nárčik in the spring 1964 during his trip to Paris, when, as Restany said: „he 
looked for me hopelessly for two days until he ran into me ... in the Lara Vincy 
Gallery in rue de la Seine..“.11 And later: „I met Mlynárčik during my peak en-
gagement in New Realism. In times when dice have been cast... The J Gallery 
which was the centre of New Realism, exhausted its mission of being an ex-
perimental lab. Alex still managed to get to know the Gallery‘s environment, 
the last programmes, leaf through catalogues, peak in the archives... This is 
how he discovered Parisian New Realism in 1964 – César‘s compressions, 
Arman‘s collage cummulations and poster-makers‘ decollages. Reanimated 
salvaged pieces of iron by Jean Tinguely. „Shooting Paintings“ by Niki de Saint 
Phalle. Christ‘s events who finally settled in New York but whose packages 
and temporary monuments... left a permanent trace in the mythology of the 
Paris New Realism. All these actions – events found their guidance in the 
large alchemic and cosmic vision of the monochromatic artist Yves Klein. 
His blue revolution resulted in a real apocatastasis – the return to the natural 
course of things in technical Eden. With New Realism, Alex also discovered 
the spirit of the American neo-dada and pop-art... the theory of „closing“ by 
John Cage, Kaprow‘s environment and events – happenings. George Maci-
unas‘ activities which existed at the time of the birth of Fluxus. Simply put, he 
discovered a line of an original activity of „another side of art“12 besides the 

11 Restany, Pierre. Somewhere Else. Alex Mlynárčik. Lara Vincy Gallery – . Paris – Bratislava,  
Slovak National Gallery, 1995, p. 1. 

12 Ibidem, p. 3
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objective difference.

With the benefit of 50-year hindsight it may be observed that the works which 
Alex Mlynárčik saw in Paris in the circle of Pierre Restany and the New Rea-
lists, helped him cross borders of conventional art types towards demateria-
lized work already in the next year (1965) in his Happsoc I and his Manifesto 
which he created with Zita Kostrová and Stano Filko. Pierre Restany wrote the 
following about the turn in Mlynárčik‘s work: „When Alex Mlynárčik returned 
to Bratislava in April 1964, a radical shift in his thinking and work occurred 
and so called „Slovak line“ of New Realism, a term coined by Jindřich Chalu-
pecký, was established. It is a special relationship between an artist and Slo-
vakia, his homeland. Ready-made key idea which he introduced, a connection 
of reality and concepts which he invented.“13

New Realism is pluralistic and open compared to pop-art. It points out the 
differences in cultural situations. American artists, critical to traditional art 
media, were united in the Fluxus movement, unparalleled in Europe at that 
time. New Realism was willing to accept any „deviation“, any „difference“, any 
„overlap“. It therefore substituted the role of both pop-art and Fluxus. Pierre 
Restany‘s terms grasp the urgency of a new life attitude in times in which the 
terrors of war had been forgotten and which turned to artistic rendering of 
reality in a way which was radically different from the earlier imaging ways. 
Young artists on both sides of the ocean crossed the limitations of art types, 
revaluated their attitude towards life and reality and they made the experien-
ced reality equal with art work. However, they lacked any effort to internalize 
their expression. 

When interpreting activities of New Realists, their broader circle as well as 
artistic demonstrations of other young artists who rebelled with their works 
against conventions, Pierre Restany used terms such as „deviation, diffe-
rence, another side of art, overlaps“. He meant basically the same as Piotr 
Piotrowski who wrote about „critique of a picture“14 and interpreted works 
created by action and conceptual artists without strictly separating the two 
tendencies.

The birth of Slovak conceptual art

We may say that in the period in which only a few young artists were allowed 

13 Restany 1995, p. 21

14  Piotr Piotrowski used this term to characterize new functions gradually acquired by art 
during the 1950s and 60s. See:  Piotrowski, Piotr: Awangarda w cienu Jalty. Sztuka w Europie 
Środkowo-Wschodniej w latach 1945 – 1989, pp. 185-258. Dom Wydawniczy REBIS, Poznań 
2005. ISBN83-7301-422-5.
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to travel abroad and hardly anyone, including university graduates, spoke 
other foreign languages than Russian, Happsoc was inspired by the spirit of 
new realism, a true shock for domestic environment. Alex Mlynárčik himself 
described it in this way: „The concept of an artwork quickly spread from ob-
ject trouvé to realitée trouvée – that was our path, along with the HAPPSOC 
Manifesto.“ He quoted Restany: „Besides action events organized by Kaprow 
in the USA, or Vostell in Germany – even Lev Nusberg from the Soviet Union 
organized great fireworks on the Neva. Milan Knížak held numerous public 
action events in Prague.“ And he added „I and Stanislav Filko exhibited the 
city of Bratislava as a PROMISING SOCIETY /SOCIETÉE TROUVÉE/. Events fo-
llowed rapidly one after another. And everywhere – even here – Pierre Restany 
was behind them. Not only as a spiritual leader. He visited Poland, Hungary, 
Russia and especially Czechoslovakia many times.“

Alex Mlynárčik went even further in shocking. He did it with work which he 
prepared personally for Pierre Restany and his colleagues two years later 
when they came to Bratislava as participants of the AICA congress held in 
Prague (1966). He prepared a provocative work in protest to official exhibiti-
ons of contemporary Slovak art which presented the traditional paintings and 
sculptures, often in the spirit of socialist realism and which were held on that 
occasion. 

He installed seven mirrors in the men‘s toilets in the centre of the city for 
three days, he put inscriptions on them and by doing that he created environ-
ment for „Tributes“ to St. Anthony, Hieronymus Bosh, Gabriel Chevallier, Go-
dot, Michelangelo Pistoletto, Stanislav Filko and urine as such. He informed 
public and the participants at the AICA congress by invitations. 

Alex Mlynárčik‘s journey through the world of art went hand in hand with his 
desire to travel. With the help from Pierre Restany he exhibited his works in 
beloved Paris as well as other European cities. A response at home came very 
soon.  I do not mean unfavourable attitudes of official critics, but resonating 
or rivaling works and actions by his colleagues, his contemporaries. In addi-
tion to developing Happsoc themes and successful drawing of their projects 
(sketches with a written comment), which means conceptual works, Stani-
slav Filko made also technically perfect environments as utopian dwellings 
in the spirit of the protagonist of New Realists Yves Klein‘s creative boom and 
the architecture theoretician Michel Ragon. 

His fascination by future visions resulted in more of less samizdat publication 
of the artist‘s book Stano Filko 1965/6915 in which he published reproductions 

15  Filko, Stano. Stano Filko II. 1965 – 69. Tvorba, Works-Creation, Werk-Schaffung, Ouvrages. 
A-PRESS, information centre ZSA, Bratislava;  year of publication not specified. 
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of his works (concepts, objects, environments, land-art projects) as well as 
interpretations of his own works by renowned art critics. They also included 
Pierre Restany and his article Architect of Information. Filko wanted to addre-
ss the international art community by the multiple-language publication.  In 
the publication, he included the manifest of the common work of Happsoc as 
well as manifests of other conceptual Happsoc artists which he made him-
self. He complemented the publication by a number of his theoretical texts, 
for example the Essay on Environment and a plan of his „prospective“ work 
which was inspired by Michel Ragon‘s ideas. His book Where Will We Live To-
morrow? was published in Czechoslovakia at that time and sparked a spirited 
intellectual debate. 

At the time when Alex Mlynárčik, Jana Želibská, and Stanislav Filko achieved 
their first successes in the Slovak as well as all-state art scene and abroad, 
there occurred an artist who refused pompousness,  exaggerated joy of life, 
voluntary children‘s and erotic games.  He liked the ordinariness and banality 
of everyday life of an average man.  

Július Koller responded to Happsoc by a simple card, a postal card, with a 
stamped text Antihappening 1965. A publication which was published on 
the occasion of the artist‘s exhibition in the Slovak National Gallery says that 
Antihappening was published in 1970; anyway, it makes no difference with 
regard to to the reasons for making such work.16

Július Koller entered the art scene for other reasons than his colleagues 
who had already been „famous“ in their youth.  I do not like to explain artists‘ 
work through their biography, but I consider it very important in case of Ko-
ller.  Alex Mlynárčik and Jana Želibská were from so called „better families“. 
They did not have to worry about how to survive, how to become included 
in the society, and how to draw attention to themselves and dazzle the audi-
ence.  Their self-confidence was taken for granted.  After all, there were also 
recognized artists in the circle of Paris New Realists who were, at the same 
time, social celebrities: Niki de Saint-Phalle rebelled against the aristocratic 
limitations of her origin, Yves Klein took advantage of his family background. 
Similar to Mlynárčik and Želibská in our environment, they provided the new 
artistic trend with elitist reputation.  

Július Koller came from humble beginnings, from a single-parent family.  
When his mother was barely surviving from day to day, she gave custody of 
him to a foster mother in the village in order to ensure a happy childhood for 

16  Hrabušický, Aurel. Introduction to Július Koller’s works. In:  Hanáková, Petra – Hrabušický, 
Aurel (eds.): Július Koller. Science-Fiction Retrospective. Bratislava: Slovak National Gallery, 
2010, page 147. (The publication was published on the occasion of an exhibition of the same 
title.)



7776

him.  He lived in extremely poor conditions when he returned to Bratislava.  
Yet still, he managed to discover a talent for fine arts in himself.  Moreover, 
his interest in sports, which is usually associated with the so-called higher 
society, was spontaneous and long-lasting.  He played ice hockey and even 
tennis, which is a sport of elites.  He compensated for his lack of intellectual 
background, in contrast to his above mentioned contemporaries, by arduous 
effort and curiosity.  Unlike them, he did not have the funds to travel .17 There-
fore, he followed Austrian television broadcasting which was available in Bra-
tislava even during the period of socialism when other information from the 
so called capitalist world was censored.  He was lucky he could understand 
German.18

Koller‘s first two solo exhibitions in the mid-1960s (1965, 1966) went unno-
ticed by experts.  The third one, which was held in 1967, aroused interest. 
Newspaper articles providing information about the artist were published 
only after the exhibition was over.  At that time, he painted simplified stereo-
typical paintings depicting urban or natural themes, often with a technical 
element in them.  

He focused his interest on civil topics, often without the presence of a human 
being.  On the visual level, he expressed himself impersonally, in an objectifying  
way, through statements, without emotions, like the New Realists or pop-artists.  

The artist also started to experiment with writing in paintings.  He used tex-
tual inscription instead of depicting a segment of reality. At that time, Koller 
also used writing to indicate depiction of the selected segment, which was 
inspired by the works of New Realists, in particular Ben‘s work and his ca-
lligraphic messages.19 Another Koller‘s way of artistic expression was a play of 
stains of white paint dripping on a pasteboard with reference to arte-povera; 
the trend was closely followed by art circles in Bratislava, though its occu-
rrence in the period has been largely forgotten today.

In addition to paintings and works which Piotr Piotrowski called „critique of 
painting“, Július Koller kept on dealing with messages on postcards.  Let me 
point out here that correspondence, which was a phenomenon of conceptual 

17 I drew the information on the artist’s life from the interview with Kveta Fulierová by Petra 
Hanáková: “I lived with an ufonaut”. In:  Hanáková, Petra – Hrabušický, Aurel (eds.): Július 
Koller. Science-Fiction Retrospective. Bratislava: Slovak National Gallery, 2010, page 65-86. 
(The publication was published on the occasion of an exhibition of the same title.)

18  When I was writing this text, I verified the information by a personal interview with the artis-
t’s long-term spouse Kveta Fulierová (April 2016).

19  The source of inspiration was pointed out by Aurel Hrabušický.  Hrabušický, Aurel. Intro-
duction to Július Koller’s works. In:  Hanáková, Petra – Hrabušický, Aurel (eds.): Július Koller. 
Science-Fiction Retrospective. Bratislava: Slovak National Gallery, 2010, page 116. (The publi-
cation was published on the occasion of an exhibition of the same title.)
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art and which was used by Fluxus movement as well as arte-povera artists, 
developed into a special branch of artistic communication called mail-art.

In the following years 1968 to 1969,  Koller made primarily anti-paintings. 
Instead of canvas, he used stretched striped or dotted textile,  which was 
originally intended for making clothes or upholstery, on stretch frames. Then, 
he painted monotonously repetitive little geometrical or calligraphy signs, or 
sometimes a stencil, a section of a map, or a human figure on the cloth. The 
titles of works revealed their often ironic content.  Piotr Piotrowski commen-
ted on the artist‘s critical attitude: „Koller deconstructed painting as an art 
culture fetish which proved the modernist system of values“.20

The importance of Koller‘s critical attitude to Alex Mlynárčik‘s and Jana Že-
libská‘s collective happenings and celebrations, which dominated Slovak art 
scene and which also affected social life, became apparent only later.  Koller 
seemed to be an outsider at the end of the 1960s. However, we appreciate his 
being different today. He created civil works which did needed neither flam-
boyance nor presence of foreign celebrities.  

Anti-paintings became more and more critical to the world of art as well as 
to the lived reality and the political situation in Czechoslovakia after the in-
vasion of Warsaw Pact armies in September 1968. Besides Slogans on Walls, I 
should also point out the painting Czechoslovakia which you could see at the 
beginning of this lecture. 

In 1969 Koller extended his repertoire by the symbol of question mark which, 
after some time, became one of his alter-egos. He was a master of anti-paintings

Part of Donation, participated by Alex Mlynárčik in the exhibition of artists 
living in Paris, which was a parallel to the 6th Paris biennale of young artists, 
Gallier Museum, Paris 1969. Documentation of the Contemporary Slovak Fine 
Art Foundation, Bratislava.

And later also of messages on postcards which he gave or sent out to his friends.  
The format has already disappeared and probably needs some explanation today.  

Messages, or text-cards as they were later called by art critics, responded to 
the lived reality and to the frameworks which the visual arts found itself in.  
Koller tried to do the impossible, considering he was an average man living 
in socialism, in contrast to his „celebrity“ contemporaries. He tried to blend 
the triviality of such life with art and, moreover, to criticize it. He followed and 
approximated Duchamp in his conceptual work. 

20 Piotrowski, Piotr. Awangarda w cienu Jalty. Sztuka w Europie Środkowo-Wschodniej w latach 
1945 – 1989, page 357. Poznań: Dom Wydawniczy REBIS, 2005. 
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Besides Kollar‘s work, politics was previously reflected in his contempora-
ries‘ works. The most important political attitude that was published was 
Alex Mlynárčik‘s and Erik Dietmann‘s message which they sent, along with 
a handful of earth, to their friends after they decided to ignore the exhibition 
Danuvius´68. The event, which was to take place alternately in Bratislava and 
Paris, was held even though its term had to be postponed because of the in-
vasion of the Warsaw Pact armies on 21st August 1968. 

Alex Mlynárčik and other artists, including Jana Želibská, refused to take part 
in the exhibition. Július Koller and Peter Bartoš, who cooperated at the time, 
as well as Jozef Jankovič wanted to exhibit their works. Josef Jankovič, who 
was the most important sculptor of his generation, won Grand Prix at Danu-
via‘68 for a work which conveyed a clear political message. 

Peter Bartoš opposed the classical medium of painting as early as the mid-
-1960s by the action Giving Away (1965). He invited his friends to the school 
on the Gorazdova Street in Bratislava, where had attended the first class of 
the people‘s elementary school as a pupil, to give them all his paintings he 
had painted until then.21 In a parallel to his painting work, in which he gave up 
handicraft, he developed technique of raster photographic records on photo 
canvas, so called photo-serial-paintings. He began to explore segments of 
reality and searched for intersections between art and natural processes.

With a private event Egg (1966), Bartoš pointed out the physical limits of the 
„being“ which acquires a form of a different „being“ as a result of destruction. 
Peter Bartoš was so interested in the research of natural processes through 
artistic methods that he connected conceptual strategies with the action 
ones to confirm the objective qualities of the chosen topic, and we can add 
today that also including the aesthetic one. 

This is proved by the message Activity in the Air and on the Ground and an event 
held at the same time, in which the artist trampled strips of peat down into snow. 
He continued his research by mixing two basic non-colours, white and black. 

Bartoš was so fascinated by the process of mixing natural substances that 
he wished to share it. Collective event Activity in Sand and in Mud, to which 
he invited his friends, was another of his conceptually premeditated and an-
nounced work. 

As a pigeon enthusiast and breeder, Bartoš soon engaged in a project of crea-
ting a perfectly shaped breed and he succeeded in a few years time. An offi-
cially recognized and registered breed was exhibited at a pigeon show which 
also received positive evaluation from breeders.

21 Bližšie k autorovej tvorbe viď Gregor, Richard; Gregorová-Stachová, Lucia. Peter Bartoš. 
Katalóg výstavy. Nitra: Nitrianska galéria, 2001.
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While Peter Bartoš shifted from the examination of processes in matters with 
acceptance of natural laws to the examination and modelling of animate 
nature verging on scientific research, the youngest from the mentioned con-
ceptual artists, Rudolf Sikora, touched upon science from a different point 
of view. 22 Besides drawings and relief pictures of topographies, he created 
a unique conceptual work set directly in nature. 

In a response to an invitation from Alex Mlynárčik to participate in the Pax et 
Gaudium project at Christmas in 1970, Sikora signed the way Out of the City 
with monumental red arrows coloured with red pigment. With this exclama-
tion, Rudolf Sikora joined Slovak artists who took different ways to find the 
accord with the nature: Alex Mlynárčik and Jana Želibská used nature to fra-
me their collective happenings and celebrations, Peter Bartoš for research. 
Sikora, motivated by ideas of new ecology further disputed the relationship 
between nature and civilization in the graphic series The Earth Must Not Be-
come a Dead Planet. However, in the meantime he started to deliberate on an 
abstract level about the universe, the time, the space and the human pene-
tration into this whole universe. A common interest of several artists – Rudolf 
Sikora, Július Koller, Stanislav Filko and art critic Igor Gazdík – in the universe 
and cosmology resulted in a joint project ?!+... Questionnaire (1971). 

His message was distributed to friends at home as well as abroad using a 
poster notification. The artist published his own two poster messages in the 
same year in the form of samizdat. They dealt with the topic of the Universe.

The spectrum of the Slovak action and conceptual art of the second half of 
the 1960s would not be complete without mentioning the works by Vladimír 
Popovič. However, the artist‘s poetic style had different sources than those 
of his peers. A private event of toy boat launching at the end of the artist‘s 
show called The Spring Exhibition (1965), whose core part were works made 
of paper, expressed Popovič‘s desire to create works in the naive, child-like, 
innocent poetic style.23

The artist retained paper as a medium of expression also at his private happe-
nings. It suited him thanks to its fragility, ephemerality and transience.

Popovič visited Paris in 1964, like Alex Mlynárčik. Despite his knowledge of 
the French scene, Popovič only used the inspiration from works of the New 
Realism artists in his paintings which have a character of pop-art. Popovič‘s 
action work was quite influenced by artists who approached the „critique 

22  For more details about the artist’s works, see: Musilová, Helena (ed.). Rudolf Sikora – Against 
Myself. Exhibition catalogue. Prague: National Gallery, 2006, 298 p. 

23 Vladimír Popovič – The Spring Exhibition. Text: Iva Mojžišová. Exhibition bulletin, unpaged 
Bratislava: Youth Work Gallery, 1965. 
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of a picture“ from the stage-designing point of view, such as Polish artists 
Tadeusz Kantor and Wladyslaw Hassior. A similar approach to work proba-
bly resulted from his affinity towards theatre work, which Popovič had been 
involved in already at the secondary school. His projects also go beyond the 
scope of the Slovak conceptual art as a whole. Rather than conceptual art 
they can be classified as Artist‘s Books.  

Unimplemented projects have special place in Slovak conceptual work. They 
were developed by Stanislav Filko and Jozef Jankovič but the first one was 
Alex Mlynárčik, focused and working with professional architects, from 1968 
to the present.24

With them, he proved he was inspired by the Paris school, in particular Michel 
Ragon‘s work and legacy, whose ideas and work were related to the circle of 
New Realism.

Central European context of the period

Artists whose early works have been mentioned above, intensely absorbed 
the liberal cultural atmosphere of the second half of the 1960s. They fully 
used the possibilities to acquire current information about the Euro-Ameri-
can fine art through domestic and foreign magazines, catalogues and broad-
casting of Viennese television. New possibilities opened to travel to the so 
called capitalist countries and foreigners could visit our country. Fantastic 
exhibitions of foreign artists in Slovakia – among others it was the interna-
tional biennial Danuvius ‚68 – changed the provincial environment to one 
equivalent to European art centres. This strengthened the will and courage of 
young artists to experiment. 

In autumn 1970 Petr Štembera contacted the West German journalist and 
artist Klaus Groh with a desire to publish current activities of the Czecho-
slovak art scene. When Klaus Groh received photographic documentation of 
individual works, he decided to get involved in this topic in a wider territorial 
context of socialist countries.25

Groh‘s book Aktuelle Kunst in Osteuropa, published at the beginning of 1972, 
listed artists who did not know each other in person, however, they had read 
or heard about the works of their colleagues. For the first time, they had ma-
terial evidence of their efforts that their works cross the borders of traditional 

24  Kupkovič, Ľudovít; Mecková, Viera; Mlynárčik, Alex. VAL. Ways and Aspects of Tomorrow. 
Exhibition catalogue. Place and year of publishing unstated.

25  Groh, Klaus (ed.). Aktuelle Kunst in Osteuropa. Jugoslawien, Polen, Rumänien, Sowjetunion, 
Tschechoslowake, Ungarn. Köln: DuMont Aktuell, 1972.
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art towards life on the one hand and towards work transience on the other 
hand. Those who were serious about the „mental shift“ of understanding a 
work of art when they were still young, could meet in the book. Today, the 
book is the core material for understanding the Central European context of 
the period. It is important to say that the artists mentioned in the book never 
gave up their efforts, even in the period of so called Normalisation.

Peter Bartoš, Stano Filko, Július Koller, Alex Mlynárčik and Rudolf Sikora were 
thus mentioned along with such artists as Polish Stanislaw Drozdž, whose 
work was close to visual poetry and Jaroslaw Kozlowski who had affinity to-
wards Arte-povera.

Besides reproductions of their works, the book showed examples of work 
by other eighteen Polish artists. The book also presented three examples of 
works by Romanian artists and nearly twenty examples of works from former 
Yugoslavia (Slovenia, Serbia and Croatia) which Groh perceived as comparab-
le to works by artists from other socialist countries. My opinion in this case is 
different: Yugoslavia used the word „socialist“ only in the name of the state. 
Other than that, the situation in respect to art and free movement of people 
and information was completely free, like in the so called Western Europe.  

Groh‘s selection of Czech artists was remarkable. He presented examples of 
works not only by Stanislav Kolíbal, Karel Malich, Eugen Brikcius, Hugo De-
martini, Zorka Ságlová and Jiří Valoch, but also Václav Cigler, Milan Grygar, Jiří 
Kocman, Josef Kroutvor, Miroslav Moucha, Rudolf Němec, Ladislav Novák, 
Petr Štembera and Robert Witman. 

Klaus Groh selected fifteen Hungarian artists like a forecaster. None of them 
has sunk into oblivion to the present. I selected examples of works by those 
who participated in a friendly but concealed meeting with Slovak, Czech 
(including Moravian) and Hungarian artists in the summer studio of Gyorgy 
Galantai on the shores of the Balaton in autumn 1972, in the year of publicati-
on of the book Aktuelle Kunst in Osteuropa. 

Gábor Attalai is, along with Josef Kroutvor and Stano Filko, the author of 
one of the introductory texts of Groh‘s book. Miklós Erdély, Endre Tót, Tamás 
Hencze, Gyorgy Jovánovics, László Lakner, Gyula Pauer, Endre Türk, Géza 
Perneczky, and Tamás Szentjóbi were the participants in a meeting initiated 
by László Beke on the Hungarian part and an art critic Tomáš Štraus on the 
Slovak part. He invited Petr Bartoš, Stanislav Filko, Rudolf Sikora and Vladimír 
Popovič to participate. The meeting demonstrated the solidarity of artists 
who professed «different» art – crossing borders between art and life. And in 
this case it also meant crossing state and political borders as well.26

26  Klaniczay, Júlia – Sadvári, Edit (eds.): Törvénytelen avantgárd. Galíntai György balatonboglári 
kápolnamüterme. Artpool-Balassi, Budapest 2003, pp. 141-143. ISBN 963 506 417 9
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The text was written in the Institute of Art History of the Slovak Academy of 
Sciences based on research results acquired under grant VEGA 2/0127/15 
Zuzana Bartošová: Slovak-French and French-Slovak relationships in the area 
of fine art in the 20th century.
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