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I am writing this text at the last
minute before going to press.

Just as I am curating a show
abroad* — and waiting for the last
minute in deciding the precise con-
tent of some of the new pieces and
actions.

Time has taken on new dimen-
sions in Hungary — in a number of
different ways. But what I am
referring to first is the phenome-
non of waking up each day to a new
scandal, a new horror, the constant
sensation that it cannot get any
worse than this — and then it does.
The next day, we awake to the next
shocking piece of news or new legis-
lation, the next political appoint-
ment.

On the other hand, time seems
to have retrograded in dimensions
previously unseen.

After the political changes of
1989-90, as of twenty years on,
Hungary seems to be harking back
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Vigyazat Kulturpuccs!
Attention, Cultural Coup!
demonstration of Szabad
Muveszek / Free Artists
outside the Mucsarnok/
Kunsthalle Budapest on
28 December 2012
Photos above and right:
Gabriella Csoszo

Hajnalka Tarr
Performance 10 March
Kivul Tagas / Outer Space
Photo: Sara Zagyvai

to somewhere between the 1930s
and the 1950s, depending on whom
you ask, with the terms ,fascism*“
and ,centralisation” (think Com-
munism) being thrown around
with increasing frequency.

To summarise all that has hap-
pened since Fidesz (the so-called
Alliance of Young Democrats, their
platform long ago metamorphosed
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into something at extreme odds
with such a concept), led by Viktor
Orbéan, won the 2010 elections
with approximately 52% of the
vote, thus gaining a two-thirds
majority in Parliament, would
require much more space than I
have here. It began with a new
media law and supervisory board
— amounting to a refined mecha-
nism for censorship, and covered
the ratification of over 400 new
laws and twelve amendments to
the Constitution during their first
year in power, with the drafting of
a new Constitution — or ,Basic
Law“ — which came into effect on

1 January 2012, containing numer-
ous articles of contention — related
to the Central Bank, changes in the
Constitutional Court, changes in
higher education — and most
recently, in March, the ratification
of already the Fourth Amendment
to this new ,Basic Law“, which re-
installs all the articles that have
been the subject of debate and
negotiation with the European
Parliament.

But even to summarise only the
situation in the cultural sphere in
the limited space here is a chal-
lenge. Just very briefly, it begins
with the power hierarchy that fol-
lowed from Orban’s institution of
super-ministries: since Orban took
office for the second time in May
2010, there have been two Minis-
ters of National Resources and
three State Secretaries for Culture
(the current State Secretary took
up his post on 1 March 2013) — but
there have also been direct appoint-
ments and decisions made by the
Prime Minister himself, such as
the appointment of Andy Vajna as
Commissioner of the Hungarian
Film Industry (followed by a period
of nearly two years without any
Hungarian film production), as
well as the appointment of Orban’s
friend, writer Géza Szdcs, as the
first State Secretary.

But to move on to where cul-
ture stands today, it begins with a
particular article included in the
new Basic Law, as regards the
Hungarian Academy of the Arts
(MMA), a civil organisation estab-
lished in 1992 by architect Imre
Makovecz — which incidentally is



also when the Széchenyi Academy
of Literature and Arts was founded
within the Hungarian Academy of
Sciences (MTA) — which was sud-
denly elevated to the status of a
public body (with a budget of HUF
2.4 billion — while the Széchenyi
Academy’s budget is now HUF

12 million), and to become the
authority on culture.

Following the death of MMA
President Imre Makovecz in 2011,
applied artist and interior designer
Gyorgy Fekete was elected Presi-
dent, and he apparently took issue
with the first exhibition curated by
new Miicsarnok/Kunsthalle direc-
tor (circumventing the open ten-
der, and directly appointed by
Géza Sz6es) Gabor Gulyas, called
»~What is Hungarian?“ In Novem-
ber 2012, it was declared that the
MMA would obtain proprietary
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rights to the M{icsarnok (in addi-
tion to the Pesti Vigado, already
acquired and renovated specifically
for the MMA), effective 1 January
2013. On 27 November 2012,
Gulyas submitted his resignation
as director of the Mticsarnok —
except that there was no one to
accept that resignation.

At this point, Szabad M{ivészek
/Free Artists was formed — initial-
ly to protest the appropriation of
the Miicsarnok by the MMA. To
quote from their founding state-
ment: ,,Free Artists is an open ga-
thering of university students and
teachers in the arts, artists, art
historians, aestheticians, curators
and civilians, who demand the res-
titution of the independence and
freedom of Hungarian culture. [...]
Free Artists demonstrates not in
opposition to particular persons,
nor in support of them, but rather
against the detrimental processes
impinging on Hungarian culture.
[...] Our actions are directed toward
stopping the anti-democratic

practices of Hungarian cultural
politics®.

Free Artists has since partici-
pated in numerous demonstrations
and organised a number of actions,
mainly around the Miicsarnok.
Gabor Gulyéas, meanwhile, who
had declared that his resignation
would be effective in February
2013, then said in a radio interview
in February, that so long as the
MMA was not interfering, he
would remain director. Shortly
afterwards, the 5-year contract of
Ludwig Museum director Barna-
bés Bencsik expired (28 February
2013), with no word of a new ten-
der, and on 1 March 2013 he was
simply informed that he was no
longer authorised to sign for
expenses. The museum currently
has the financial director acting as
interim director, and Bencsik will
re-apply for his position as
director.

A number of other actions,
groups and initiatives have sprung
up on the part of artists and cul-
tural workers in opposition to go-
vernment developments, including
facebook groups, the NEMMA (No
MMA) blog, the artist-action series
Kiviil Tagas/Outer Space organised
by art historian Jozsef Mélyi and
two curatorial students, with
weekly actions outside the M{icsar-
nok, as well as the institution of
umbrella group Human Platform,
bringing together those working in
culture, education, social sciences
and health.

The most recent demonstra-
tions opposed the ratification of
the Fourth Amendment to the
Basic Law, and focused on elec-
tions one year on (EgyMilla/One
Million for the Freedom of the
Press in Hungary). And this must
be the focus, as we await the next
developments around the
Miicsarnok and the Ludwig
Museum (and I haven’t even men-
tioned the National Theatre, or the
Trafo, or the independent theatre/
performing arts sector): a true
coming together of all oppositional
forces and parties, to insure that
Fidesz does not continue their rule
from 2014-18 — but is this possible
in Hungary?
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