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For those who are well-voiced in samizdat research there’s nothing new
about the thesis that innovative practices of samizdat like Szétfolyoirat
(Melting Magazine) offer alternatives both in production and representation
compared to the visual language of official controlled culture.' Creative ille-
gal publishing did belong to the sphere of a second culture and tried to con-
trast, ironize and distort the sign systems used by the cultural and art policy of
the governing regime. Samizdat created an unregulated and multi-layered
framework of expression that was the counterpart of the socialist party’s
propaganda. The forms of expression were textual, visual, embodied, and
oral, all of which strongly differ from official information transmission. ‘Self-
publishing’ is an umbrella term for a phenomenon that is not only written;
samizdat production, consumption and distribution were, for example, on the
one hand oral and on the other hand performative. Although performance in
general is not necessarily attached to sound, oral communication cannot be
detached from the body. Excluding the use of modern recording/broadcasting
media, the oral practice of samizdat was often immediately performative be-
cause the bodily presence and activity of the speaker was indispensable.
Despite this fact, only a few surveys concentrate on samizdat as an oral or
performative appearance. As declared more recently in the volume Samizdat,
Tamizdat & Beyond, the editors briefly mention that there ‘can be a performa-
tive element involved in the transmission of samizdat/tamizdat texts we usu-
ally consider to be written’.? Friederike Kind-Kovécs and Jessie Labov see in
performativity also a possible strategy to escape the observation of commu-
nist dictatorship and describe ‘how event-based forms were able to serve as a
means of communication despite leaving no material trace of dissemination’.?
Unfortunately, there are no further elaborations attached to these statements,
although the volume lines up a number of innovative approaches to re-think
traditional understandings of clandestine publishing.

In order to challenge the media history of Eastern European samizdat we
have to consider self-publishing as a multimedia practice attached to writ-

' Cf. JOzSEF HAVASRETI: Alternativ regiszterek. A kulturalis ellenallas formai a magyar

neoavantgardban [Alternative Registers. Forms of Cultural Rebellion in the Hungarian
Neo-Avant-Garde], Budapest 2006, p. 284.

FRIEDERIKE KIND-KOVACS, JESSIE LABOV: Introduction. Samizdat and Tamizdat. Entan-
gled Phenomena?, in: IDEM (eds.): Samizdat, Tamizdat & Beyond. Transnational Media
During and After Socialism, New York—Oxford 2013, pp. 1-23, here p. 8.

Ibidem.
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ten/printed material and to diverse communication forms. Transmission not
only happened through the medium of paper, but also through playing re-
cordings of the voice and/or the performing body of the speaker. One leading
personality of the ‘living/live journal’ Lélegzet (Breath, 1980-1985), Adam
Tabor came to the conclusion that in order to prevent monotonous presenta-
tions of the magazine, he and his fellow editors should enrich the ‘show’ with
attractive audio and visual effects.* This could be seen as proof of how the
interlocking of written, oral and performative expressions determined self-
publishing.

In this essay I will approach samizdat mainly as an oral phenomenon of
East-Central-European parallel culture in late socialism. Orality as a form of
self-articulation typical to activities in the second public sphere is an ideal
macro-discourse to zoom in on when considering underground publication
processes—it was a way out of an observed society and a way out of control.
The second public sphere which stood in the background of underground
activities such as samizdat publishing was

‘a (pseudo-)autonomous arena of communication, opinion-sharing, a network and
cultural production of individuals and groups, which existed in addition to and
interconnected with a dominant public sphere. It needs to be stressed that the se-
cond public sphere is often based on conflict and has an extremely fluid structure
which eludes institutionalization or the static integration into a dogmatic system.”

Alternative communication and the flexibility of the samizdat phenomenon
are essential to understanding its very nature. The aim of the present paper is
to develop and summarize central theses on oral practices in illegal self-pub-
lishing that could lead to new insights into the perspective of the media and
performance studies on our object of investigation. The tools of these aca-
demic disciplines might enrich our traditionally narrow understanding of self-
publishing as an exclusively written communication format. As the examples
to be discussed below will demonstrate, the ability of samizdat to open up a
new forum of an autonomous public sphere was manifold and was reaching
out for innovation in its medial formats.

At the beginning of the paper I will raise questions as to whether samizdat
could be positioned as a real revolt of artistic and underground subcultures as
a form of piracy and how its precarious status determines the need for using
oral practices. After analysing the collision of the sign system of a second
public sphere with that of the communist regime, I will proceed to the three
Hungarian case studies that include the above-named samizdat Lélegzet,
Laszl6 Rajk’s samizdat boutique and a magnitizdat issue devoted to an anni-

* Cf. ADAM TABOR: A beszél8 folyoirat. Bevezeté manifesztum [The Speaking Journal.

Introductory Manifest], in: IDEM: A vdratlan kultira. Esszék a magyar neoavantgard
irodalomrol és miivészetrdl, Budapest 1997, pp. 153-154.

KATALIN CSEH-VARGA, ADAM CZIRAK: Introduction, in: IDEM (eds.): Performance Art
in the Second Public Sphere. Reflections on Event-Based Art in East, Central and
Southeast Europe, publication manuscript in progress.
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versary of the 1956 revolution. Although the written, visual, oral and per-
formative expression forms of the samizdat phenomenon are often difficult to
separate from each other, I have defined ‘categories’ of orality within which I
will analyse the chosen examples. The three categories are: oral performance
(the embodied representation of clandestine content), oral tradition or ex-
change (oral transmission of written information) and oral media (re-mediated
form of samizdat).

Totalitarian and Post-Totalitarian Conditions in Hungary

In Hungary, ‘hard core’ socialism ended with Stalin’s death in 1953. The
passing of totalitarianism led to a slow and hardly visible liberalization of re-
pressive politics and culminated in the October events of 1956 which were a
serious attempt to democratize communism respectively to adapt it to national
characteristics. The proposed Hungarian Sonderweg could not be accepted at
that time by the Soviet authorities and was struck down after a few weeks of
the prevailing enthusiastic mood. After a couple of years of restrictions fol-
lowing the revolution, the Kéadéar-regime wanted to demonstrate that they
were more open than, and simply different from, the previous Stalinist sys-
tem® and created the rules’ for an order which made history under the stereo-
typical notion of ‘Goulash Communism’. The framework of these rules was
for about three and a half decades subject to a number of minor transfor-
mations, fluctuations and paradoxes, although in general it still belonged to a
condition with subtle strategic-systematic restrictions and limited (rather
tolerated) freedoms. The latter tendency was more dominant until the con-
tainment of the Prague Spring in 1968 (as the end of all reform illusions) and
it again became prevalent in the 1970s, the ‘Golden Age’® of existing com-
munism in Hungary.

On the level of everyday life and socialist consumption, the working
mechanisms of ‘rules and exceptions® were more distinct than in contempo-
rary arts and dissident culture. From the second half of the 1960s onwards
most experimental artists were aiming at a limited public sphere to present

® Cf. PETER KOVACS: Lenin auf dem Dach. Die Kunst der 50er Jahre, in: HANS KNOLL

(ed.): Die zweite Offentlichkeit. Kunst in Ungarn im 20. Jahrhundert, Dresden 1999,
pp. 138-151, here pp. 149-150.

Cf. EVA IRMANOVA: Az 1968-as pragai tavasz magyar szemmel [The 1968 Prague
Spring Seen from a Hungarian Perspective], in: MARIA SCHMIDT (ed.): Dimenziok
éve—1968. 2008. majus 22-23-an Budapesten rendezett nemzetkdzi konferencia
eldadasai [The Year of Dimensions—1968. Presentations of the International Confer-
ence Held in Budapest from May 22 to 23, 2008], [Budapest] 2008, pp. 71-88, here
p-71.

Cf. TAMAS STARK: A szocializmus ‘aranykora’. A hatvanas-hetvenes évek [The ‘Gol-
den Age’ of Socialism. The Sixties and Seventies], ibidem, pp. 210-214, here p. 212.
GYORGY DALOS: Ungarn—Vom Roten Stern zur Stephanskrone, Frankfurt a.M. 1991,
p. 113.
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their works and discuss them with others. As far as the clandestine existence
of intellectuals was concerned, they had to realize not later than 1968 that the
only thing to be expected from the Kadar-regime was a moderate form of
dictatorship.' Intellectuals created their own publicity (like the representa-
tives of avant-garde art) and were interested in confronting alternative politi-
cal, social and cultural theories/models with the reality of the socialism that
actually existed. The contrast and (paradoxically) the passage between these
different worlds of thought and creation became more adequate during the
1980s.

Changes in the political and cultural attitude of marginal individuals and
communities can be, for example, described through the transition from the
phase of neo-avant-garde to trans-avant-garde in late socialist Hungary. In
1982 Akos Birkas was formulating paradigmatic ideas about the end of neo-
avant-garde art: the radicalism of its visual language, as a result of constant
suppression, flushed and it suffered because of its inaccessibility as well as its
indirect approach.'’ The way of thinking at the beginning of the 1980s, espe-
cially in the field of culture, required an even more subtle form of system
criticism or irony and the organic intersection of the first and the second pub-
lic sphere. Based on his own experiences in the Soviet Union of the 1980s
Alexei Yurchak discusses

‘two different languages: the stagnant and repetitive “authoritative discourse” of
the party-state, and the experimental and inventive language of other registers of
discourse. [In his] account they are directly linked and even depend on each
other.”"

The commitment of language in creating new spheres of publicity, access
and communication are also major issues of the oral practices of Hungarian
samizdat discussed in this particular paper. Besides the economic and politi-
cal dynamics of programs such as Perestroika and Glasnost, another reason
for the approaching system change, also in Hungary, was the ideological and
practical erosion of the Communist project from within the system through a
language that was only marginally attached to the original ideas of social-

ISII’I.13

Cf. ANDRAS KOVACS: Volt-e magyar ‘68? [Was There a Hungarian ‘68?], in: SCHMIDT
(as in footnote 7), pp. 198-207, here p. 204.

Cf. JOzZSEF HAVASRETI: Szétesd dichotomidk. Szinterek és diskurzusok a magyar neo-
avantgardban [Dichotomies Falling Apart. Venues and Discourses in the Hungarian
Neo-Avant-Garde], Budapest—Pécs 2009, pp. 54-56.

ANDRES KRUG: Interview with Alexei Yurchak, in: ARTMargins online from
05.06.2014, URL: http://www.artmargins.com/index.php/5-interviews/736-interview-
with-alexei-yurchak- (10.08.2015).

Cf. INGRID RUUDI: Visions of Anarchic Space in 1980s Estonian Architecture and Per-
formance Art, in: ALFA 2 (2013), pp. 48-55, here p. 48.
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A Media History of Samizdat

The charm of samizdat lies partially in the diverse medial stratification of
self-publishing. The specific aesthetics', unstable textuality'® and unlimited
possibility of reproduction are factors that seemed to project early digital
thinking and opened up alternative mobile networks in the era of active
samizdat publishing. As I pointed out earlier, in the case of Soviet literature,
samizdat debated the official, ideological symbolic and textual universe by
using the uncommon combination of text and pictures.'® The visual language
of samizdat publications was nonconformist and fragmentary—the opposite
that was expected from the cultural products of the ruling regime. Therefore
the effect of samizdat on its audience was also completely different from per-
ception models in the ‘first public sphere’. Samizdat enforces not only dia-
logue—in contrast to one-sided communication—but represents a driving
force to encourage the reader to write his/her own ‘text’'” and to become ac-
tive. Immediacy also causes another, more intense perception. In this sense,
production and consumption can hardly be separated from each other.'® At the
core of samizdat networking lies a complex communication that incorporates
both initiators and perceivers. This approximation is very similar to what
Erhard Schiittpelz und Sebastian GieBmann call the ‘media of cooperation’.
The concept reaches out for an adequate terminology that can gather all as-
pects and intersections of the medium’s range: elementary production, pre-
reception, and delegation, as well as distribution.” Any kind of medium at
any historical moment of its development is the result of collaboration, inter-
action and integration. As we will see through the examples discussed below,
distribution is also part of the communication network. It contains the pro-
duction of texts, hand-to-hand circulation, re-formulation, copying, different
perceptions and presentations of content, discussion in the country of origin
and abroad and investigation by the authorities.” Personal contacts and rela-
tions of trust were not only formal attributes of samizdat but basic require-

Cf. OLGA ZASLAVSKAYA: From Dispersed to Distributed Archives. The Past and the
Present of Samizdat Material, in: Poetics Today 29 (2008), pp. 669-712, here p. 683.
Cf. ANN KOMAROMI: Samizdat as Extra-Gutenberg Phenomenon, ibidem, pp. 629-667,
here pp. 638-640.

Cf. SABINE HANSGEN: Noch einmal im Samizdat. Aneignungsstrategien von Bildern,
Texten und Biichern im Moskauer Konzeptualismus, in: ANNETTE GILBERT (ed.): Wie-
deraufgelegt. Zur Appropriation von Texten und Biichern in Biichern, Bielefeld 2012,
pp. 265-280; ANNETTE GILBERT: Zur Einfiihrung, ibidem., pp. 9-24, here p. 14.

Cf. KOMAROMI (as in footnote 15), p. 660.

Cf. ZASLAVSKAYA (as in footnote 14), p. 678.

Cf. ERHARD SCHUTTPELZ, SEBASTIAN GIESSMANN: Medien der Kooperation. Uberlegun-
gen zum Forschungsstand, in: Navigationen. Zeitschrift fiir Medien- und Kulturwissen-
schaften 1 (2015), pp. 7-55, here pp. 23-24.

20 Cf. ZASLAVSKAYA (as in footnote 14), p. 678.
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ments of its existence.”’ Relating to this ‘intimate atmosphere’ the choice of
oral communication formats becomes self-evident.

Samizdat publishing was an underground medium and network. Some
theoreticians® tend to use the notion of ‘piracy’ to describe self-publishing as
a rebellious attitude towards the socio-cultural regime of existing socialism.
Piracy as an underground activity can assist us in locating the position of
samizdat practices in the media universe of late socialism. The focus lies on
piracy because it represents a mode of undermining censorship of the author-
itarian order. Piracy and self-publishing share several features: the publication
of banned, censored and filtered contents and accordingly the development of
new reading circles.” In the guidelines of piracy®* we recognize the basic cri-
teria of illegal publishing: the marginalized socio-cultural setting, creation of
a parallel cultural sphere, uncensored flow of information and (intentional/un-
intentional) politicization.

As the phenomenon of piracy also shows, samizdat was an animated forum
of institutional de(con)struction or sabotage. Sabotage means here a form of
counteraction or counteropinion that was situated between the climes of al-
lowed and forbidden. It unfolded its activity in the niches of official culture
and (indirectly or directly) articulated criticism as well as the right to be ac-
cepted as an autonomous medium of subcultural communication. Alternative
media such as samizdat were opposed to restrictive mechanisms but did not
inevitably aim to completely annihilate Goulash Communism.*® The certain

21
22

Cf. KOMAROMI (as in footnote 15), p. 643.

Cf. BALAZS BoDO: The Common Paths of Piracy and Samizdat: From the Encyclopedia
to the Pirate Bay, Lecture at Open Society Archive, Budapest, 22.04.2013; ‘Johns [...]
devoted considerable attention to the phenomenon of piracy, by which he meant any
violation of copy ownership or propriety. Piracy threatened the reliability of printed
texts in a way echoed in samizdat culture by the possibility of KGB infiltration.” Cf.
KOMAROMI (as in footnote 15), pp. 638-639.

Cf. BALAzZS BoDO: Coda. A Short History of Book Piracy, in: JOE KARAGANIS (ed.):
Media Piracy in Emerging Economies, n.p. 2011, URL: http://piracy.americanassem-
bly.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/MPEE-PDF-1.0.4.pdf (31.08.2015), pp. 399-413,
here p. 399.

‘Conversely, pirate producers tend to operate at the edge of the sphere of influence of
incumbents, where differences in law and difficulties of enforcements create spaces of
ambiguous or conflicted legality. [...] Piracy, at these economic and political peripher-
ies, has a well-established role as a development strategy that facilitates the circulation
of knowledge goods. [...] In many of these contexts, piracy also plays a clear political
role as a counterweight to the centralized control of information’. Ibidem, p. 400.

Cf. JAN C. BEHRENDS: Reprisentation und Mobilisierung. Eine Skizze zur Geschichte
der Offentlichkeit in der Sowjetunion und in Osteuropa (1917-1991), in: UTE DANIEL,
AXEL SCHILDT (eds.): Massenmedien im Europa des 20. Jahrhunderts, Koln et al. 2010,
pp. 229-254, here p. 230; NORBERT IzSAK: Hankiss Elemér egy autoném polgarsag kia-
lakulasardl. ‘Mit kezdhetiink magunkkal?’ [Elemér Hankiss on the Emergence of Au-
tonomous Citizenship. ‘What to do with Ourselves?’], in: HVG Extra (2012), pp. 20-
21, here p. 21; GYORGY KONRAD: Az autondmia kisértése. Kelet-nyugati utigondolatok

23
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autonomous sphere brought into being by clandestine media was, as Gyorgy
Konrad stated once, not limited to resistance; it was rather a creative force
which is in charge of extending the given order.”®

Samizdat and the Orality of the Second Culture

One cannot deny that the subcultures of nonconformist art require the un-
folding of particular instances. Although this unfolding comes about within
certain limitations we can come up with a double-edged hypothesis: the aura
of underground venues was the precondition for the existence of the experi-
mental art scene in socialist Hungary, but at the same time it was exactly this
art (or intellectual) scene that generated a specific context. Expressed in terms
of polarisation, the by-product of the second public sphere, both in intellec-
tual and in art circles, was oral practice. Jozsef Havasréti argues that orality is
the articulation and self-(re)presentation of these circles.”’

Under cultural-political repression, oral production and communication is
attractive for several reasons. Oral mediatisation is unstable, elusive, active
and attached to the body.” In his media-evolutionary analysis Walter J. Ong
states that oral practices are community-based and are hardly separable from
their aura.” The aura mentioned here is similar to Walter Benjamin’s unique
here-and-now of artwork which cannot be captured through reproductive
technology’’—it is a ‘multi-dimensional, context-dependent experience’.’’
Precisely because oral practices can barely be captured and disappear in the
moment they occur they can easily escape control mechanisms. Compared to
literary culture, orality goes without the hierarchisation of communicative
channels, it is structured vertically and with the diversity of communication
technology.** Maurice Bloch also defends the idea that the written word stabi-
lises existing power relations™—but oral exchange finds a way to stay under-
ground.

1977-1979 [The Temptation of Autonomy. Journey Thought from East-West 1977-
1979], Paris 1980, pp. 185-186.

Ibidem, p. 185.

Cf. HAVASRETI, Alternativ regiszterek (as in footnote 1), p. 269.

Cf. WALTER J. ONG: Oralitdt und Literaritit. Die Technologisierung des Wortes, Opla-
den 1987, pp. 81 ff.

¥ Cf. ibidem, pp. 83-85.

30 Cf. WALTER BENJAMIN: Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzier-
barkeit. Drei Studien zur Kunstsoziologie, Frankfurt a.M. 1963, pp. 13-15.

JOHN MILES FOLEY: From Oral Performances to Paper-Text to Cyber-Edition, in: Oral
Tradition 20 (2005), pp. 233-263, here p. 233.

Cf. INGO W. SCHRODER, STEPHANE VOELL: Einleitung: Moderne Oralitdt. Kommunika-
tionsverhéltnisse an der Jahrtausendwende, in: IDEM (eds.): Moderne Oralitét. Ethnolo-
gische Perspektiven auf die plurimediale Gegenwart, Marburg 2002, pp. 11-49, here
p- 13.

Ibidem, p. 19.
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I have already mentioned that oral cultures are community-based. This is
also the opinion of Ingo W. Schroder and Stéphane Voell, who cannot imag-
ine orality without direct social contact.’* Bodily presence is (usually) indis-
pensable, because one cannot separate sound from its source. Poetry readings,
samizdat presentations, discussions, listening to audiotapes and so forth,
requires the presence of a collective. Peter Middleton confirms this when he
states a

‘poetry reading is [...] first of all a performance of the actual space and its occu-
pants at a particular moment. [...] When a written poem is read aloud, positions
for identification and interpretation open up within the semantic space that are
available to both individuals and the group.””

The argumentation of Schréder and Voell goes in the same direction. In the
understanding of these theoreticians we could separate society into communi-
ties that use either predominantly written or predominantly oral sources and
practices. Communication in oral cultures is, in their opinion, always per-
formative and body-accentuated. The argument emerges again that in a cer-
tain understanding, orality and performativity go hand in hand:

‘The message is tightly linked to the communicating people and gains its per-
formative dimension from this interaction. Oral communication demands and pro-
duces presence; it is pictographic and representative, concretely tied to a situation,
direct and local.”*®

In the Hungarian subcultural art (and partly also in the intellectual) scene,
the choice of the adequate medium (like the body) was essential to attract the
(active) attention of audiences and to keep them as a community. The combi-
nation of the human body and voice was not only the least expensive and
most creative medium of expression, but also the least dangerous one. It only
became a threat when, for example, an apartment performance of the Kassak
Haz Studi6 (Kassak House Studio) was transmitted to the written format of
secret police reports. With the communicative situation being grounded e.g.
through oral or event-based practices, spheres of second publicity were born.
But not every underground activity was attached to the expressive capacity of
the body; there were cases where ‘only’ oral communication lay at the core of
semi-official groups. Between 1962 and 1968, members of the Zugldo Kor
(Zuglé Circle)—painters such as Imre Bak, Klara Dedk, Pal Deim, Sandor
Molnar and Istvan Nadler—had regular meetings in Molnar’s Zuglé apart-
ment to share and discuss (officially unavailable) information on progressive

* Cf. Ibidem.

33 PETER MIDDLETON: How to Read a Reading of a Written Poem, in: Oral Tradition 20
(2005), pp. 7-34, here pp. 14-16.

36 SCHRODER/VOELL (as in footnote 32), p. 13.
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art.’” The home of P4l Petrigalla, for example, was a popular meeting place
for listening to his impressive music collection.*®

In Eastern European avant-gardist circles, the connection between orality
and performativity was debated both in practice and in theory. Endre Szka-
rosi—Hungarian poet, writer, translator, critic and literature historian—once
published a text on voice/performance. For him this meant ‘the extension of
voice into space’: moving from one dimension of traditional art genres to the
dimension of space, where the artist-recipient relationship could unfold.*
Szkarosi is reflecting here on the artistic challenges connected to so-called
sound poetry, which had emerged in Hungary around the 1970s through art-
ists such as Katalin Ladik, Tibor Papp and Akos Szilagyi.*” To emphasize the
autonomy of sound/voice*’ was a formal experiment to keep up with con-
temporary art tendencies and not necessarily a political act. A counterexample
would be Adam Czirak’s* analysis of Szkarosi’s work. In his performance at
the Department of Aesthetics of the E6tvos Lorand University on 11 Decem-
ber 1987 Szkarosi silently read a satirical poem by Eustache Deschamps.®
Czirak’s interpretation is that in the situation of total suppression, without
artistic freedom there is hardly any appropriate form of expression and repre-
sentation possible.** Czirak’s finding expresses the dispute regarding the crit-
ical position of oral practices in the Hungarian second culture, whether they
were political or apolitical.

37 Cf. GABOR ANDRASI: A Zugloi kor (1958-1968). Egy miivészcsoport a hatvanas évek-
boél [The Zuglod Circle (1958-1968). An Artist Collective from the 60s], in: Ars Hunga-
rica 1 (1991), pp. 47-64, here p. 47.

Cf. LORANT BODI: Miivészeti és kozosségi élet Petrigalla Pal szalonjaban 1959-1970
[Artistic and Community Life in the Saloon of Pal Petrigalla 1959-1970], in: UFO 6
(2011), pp. 49-65.

Cf. ENDRE SzKAROSI: HANG/PERFORMANSZ avagy a hang kiterjedése a cselekvés
terébe [SOUND/PERFORMANCE or the Extension of Sound into the Space of Ac-
tion], URL: http://www.artpool.hu/performancehu.html#vissza (25.04.2014).

Cf. ENDRE SZKAROSI: A hang autondmiaja a koltészetben [The Autonomy of Sound in
Poetry], in: IDEM (ed.): Hangkoltészet. Szoveggytijtemény [Voice Poetry. Text Collec-
tion], Budapest 1994, pp. 3-9.

Like in the title of SZKAROSI, HANG/PERFORMANSZ (as in footnote 39).

Cf. AbAM CzIRAK: Die Melancholie verbotener Kunst. Schreibstrategien und performa-
tive Praktiken in der ungarischen Neoavantgarde, in: Berliner Beitrdge zur Hungarolo-
gie. Schriftenreihe des Fachgebiets fiir ungarische Literatur und Kultur an der Hum-
boldt Universitét zu Berlin 17 (2012), pp. 76-111.

Cf. Marcel Duchamp Szimpozion. ELTE Esztétika Tanszék, Budapest, 1987. december
11 [Marcel Duchamp Symposion. ELTE Department of Aesthetics, Budapest, 11 De-
cember 1987], URL: http://www.artpool.hu/Duchamp/MDspirit/text/Szkarosi.html
(30.04.2014).

Cf. ADAM CzIRAK: Von den stummen Diskursen der osteuropdischen Performance-
kunst. Die Rhetorik des Schweigens in der Zweiten Offentlichkeit, in: WOLF-DIETER
ERNST, ANNO MUNGEN et al. (eds.): Sound und Performance. Positionen—Methoden—
Analysen, Wiirzburg 2015, pp. 241-253.
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We can come to the conclusion that creative forms of oral strategies in the
parallel public sphere were direct and indirect reactions to the hegemonic
order of late socialism. Through experimenting with oppositional linguistics,
visuals and the slight shift from written to oral practice, the Hungarian paral-
lel culture strives to release language. Communism was as extensive as it ob-
served each segment of official and everyday life. This obsession with finding
an enemy extended also to content and use of language.

‘Petr Fidelius, a Czech literary critic, presented an analysis of the language used
by the Communist regime and showed that this language reflected not the real
world, but rather a specific ideology constructed as a cohesive system. He main-
tained that in Real Socialism a mechanical relationship is established between
words and the reality to which they refer. Ideas are reduced in content: they be-
come void, intermingle and fuse, until finally becoming interchangeable codes for
one and the same thing.”*’

An alternative language of illegal publications and intellectual conversa-
tion in apartments opposed the emptied and distorted phrases of socialist
ideology. The playful dealing with information that was not supported by of-
ficial institutions—e.g. in a form of montaged intermedia—is a key to under-
standing the dynamics and counter-dynamics of acting in a second public
sphere.

Oral Performance

The Hungarian literary samizdat Lélegzet was a ‘living/live journal’ with a
publishing period between 1980 and 1985. The authors and editors were
Adam Tabor (poet and essay-writer), Eszter Tabor (poet), Péter Racz (poet
and art translator), Balazs Gyore (poet and writer) and later Endre Miklossy
(essay-writer). As one could guess, the story began in one of the main centres
of the Hungarian underground—in an apartment on Rottenbiller Street, 1
(Budapest), the domicile of the Eurdpai Iskola (European School).*® The ac-
tivity of the Lélegzet-circle has been well-documented and processed by
Jozsef Havasréti, who theorised its oral practices under the aspect of discus-
sion, replica and dialogue*’ explicitly.

The notion of a ‘living/live journal’ is an allusion to the reception of
Lélegzet: the issues of the publication had not been published in a printed

* DorA HEGYIL, Zsuzsa LAszLO: Daniel Gruit: Species of Exhibition Spaces and Artists’

Communities in 1970s and ‘80s Slovakia, in: Parallel Chronologies. An Archive of
East European Exhibitions, URL: http://tranzit.org/exhibitionarchive/?s=Koller
(24.04.2014).

Cf. HAVASRETI, Alternativ regiszterek (as in footnote 1), p. 250.

Cf. IDEM: Miindlichkeit, Gegenoffentlichkeit und Dialog in der Praxis einer ‘miindli-
chen Zeitschrift’. Lélegzet, Budapest, 1980-1985, in: DoORIS BODEN, UTA SCHORLEM-
MER (eds.): Kunst am Ende des Realsozialismus. Entwicklungen in den 1980er Jahren,
Miinchen 2008, pp. 205-219, here p. 212.
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form, but were orally presented in the framework of public readings.*® Al-
though Havasréti does not investigate the performative character of these
readings in detail, he discovers that one ‘can view oral poetry as a dynamic,
multimedial process, which relies on theatrical or ritualistic elements, gesture
and body language’.* In his book Alternativ regiszterek Havasréti also accen-
tuates the complexity and ‘bodily-physical presence’ of the presenting of Lé-
legzet’s issues.™

There are two main reasons why the ‘living/live journal’ chose the form of
oral expression. One reason is the socio-cultural composition of the intellec-
tual underground, the other reason is—similar to what we have read from
Endre Szkarosi —the attempt to arrive at an autonomy of oral artistic creation
or transmission. Community culture under socialism brought an oral atmos-
phere into being, which became a birthplace of ‘living/live journals’. Just like
Jirgen Habermas, Havasréti mentions the relevance of intellectual saloons in
this evolution.”' Although Habermas focuses on the English and French cof-
fee house culture between 1680 and 1730, some of his insights could be inter-
esting in order to understand the social structure of underground groups too.
He reflects on the literary—and later, the political—critique developing in
these circles, but also on the uncoupling of certain secret societies from the
official public sphere.’”> Habermas’ reflections describe the emergence of au-
tonomous bourgeois social structures and their discursive arena of publicness
which is only marginally linked to circumstances prevailing in late socialist
Central Europe. A few decades after publishing ‘The Structural Transfor-
mation of the Public Sphere’ Habermas admitted that he had previously
neglected the ‘coexistence of competing public spheres and [did not take]
account of the dynamics of those processes of communication that are ex-
cluded from the dominant public sphere.””® In the particular essay the
quotation originates from, Habermas briefly looks at the links between com-
munist dictatorship and communication flows and comes to the single conclu-
sion that in a culture of regular surveillance no autonomous public sphere can
appear.” As the case studies discussed in the present paper show, the Haber-
masian assumption is not correct.”” Despite these essential contradictions,
with a certain carefulness, we might argue that the saloon communities of the
eighteenth century are to a limited extent similar to the culturally marginal

48
49
50
51
52

Ibidem, p. 205.

Ibidem, p. 214.

Cf. HAVASRETI, Alternativ regiszterek (as in footnote 1), pp. 274-275.

Cf. ibidem, pp. 265-266.

Cf. JURGEN HABERMAS: Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit. Untersuchungen zu einer
Kategorie der biirgerlichen Gesellschaft, Neuwied 1962, pp. 45-47.

IDEM: Further Reflections on the Public Sphere, in: CRAIG CALHOUN (ed.): Habermas
and the Public Sphere, Cambridge 1992, pp. 421-461, here p. 425.

Cf. ibidem, p. 454.

Cf. CSEH-VARGA/CZIRAK, Introduction (as in footnote 5).

53

54
55



Innovative Forms of the Hungarian Samizdat 101

position of Lélegzet’s authors, to the venues of ‘internal publicity’ where the
presentation of the journal took place, under circumstances that, compared to
print culture, suffered limited control.”® The context of producing, presenting
and consuming within a subcultural (intellectual) environment was based on a
physical and mental dialogue. For Havasréti, dialogue represented the ‘instru-
ment of self-image and reflection.””” The hegemonic order of late socialism in
Hungary constrained the development of (artistic) identity—a main reason
why the social exchange of knowledge and inspiration was a key moment for
building up a reflected self-image.

The second aspect that determined the oral composition of Lélegzet was
devoted to a [’art pour [’art ambition. The interest in artistic experimentation
with the spoken word can be derived from the choice of the journal’s title: Lé-
legzet; the term originates from Allan Ginsberg’s lecture held in Belgrade en-
titled “Strength and Weakness of Poetry’.”® Ginsberg’s input as a representa-
tive of the modern oral art genre of Spoken Word was outstanding for the de-
velopment of the ‘living/live journal’. The manuscript of Ginsberg’s talk be-
came a sort of confirmation for the authors and the editorial board of Lélegzet
that their aims were part of global (oral) art tendencies: ‘the emphasis of the
absolute presence of the voice and its spiritual and organic nature, the formu-
lation of the unity of body and voice and the interpretation of the body as a
medium.’” The confident self-esteem of the poet as prophet and visionary
was just as important and was also approved and argued by Ginsberg.

In order to have a clearer picture of why Havasréti says that ‘[t]he appear-
ance, operation and effect of living/live journals pluralised the monolithic char-
acter of the official culture as well as shaded the official differentiation sche-
mes’,” I will give an example of the multidimensions of Lélegzet’s readings.

The presentation of issue number nine took place on 10 January 1984 in
the Fiatal Miivészek Klubja (Club of Young Artists) with the participation of,
amongst others, Miklos Erdély, Endre Kukorelly and Addam Tabor.®' The pro-
gram included a hearing of Istvan Domonkos’ work Kuplé (Couplet), the
study by Miklés Fogarassy written on Dezsé Tandori, the poems of Endre
Kukorelly, Janos Marno, Péter Racz, Csaba Szijarto and Adam Tabor, and the
essays of Endre Miklossy and Péter Balassa as well as a screening of the ani-
mation film by Péter Molnar.”* The poetry night was clearly a multimedia
event that challenged diverse human senses simultaneously—and this was
symptomatic for all other events connected to Lélegzet as well. This particular
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case gives us an idea of how oral practice was an integral part of the second
public sphere. One just has to zoom in on the message transferred by Adam
Tabor’s poem Tiz tézis a koltészetrdl, which suggests that ‘poetry is the bruise
of truth’® and the tragicomedy of socialist bureaucracy expressed in Miklos
Erdély’s action-reading Asvdnygyapot*. The advanced format and the coun-
tercultural opinion displayed in the ninth reading of the literary samizdat both
prove the need for, and the success of, ‘oralization’ in subcultural artistic
spheres. This history of ‘oralization’ reaches back to the second half of the
1950s. The restrictions following the abolition of the 1956 revolution were
clearly visible and pushed artists and intellectuals into the underground scene.
Production, communication and distribution was until ca. 1963 only possible
using alternative means. In times of increasing relaxation, the separation of
the first (written) and the second (oral) public sphere was not definite any-
more. The readings and interventions of brute force often overlapped with the
intentions of artists. Just as in the case of Lélegzet, the authorities often did
not understand the coded signs of an art piece and could not decide whether
to intervene or not and how to interpret a certain phenomenon. Intersections
of unofficial and official culture are indeed exciting fields of investigation.

Oral Tradition/Exchange

Oral practice was not only a phenomenon of artistic circles but turned up
also in the communities of politically engaged young intellectuals. This
brings me to my second case study of Laszl6 Rajk’s samizdat boutique.

‘The turning point in samizdat publishing came in 1980 when Gabor Demszky
and Laszl6 Rajk went to Poland on a course of self-instruction to learn about
Polish methods of “mass-market” independent publishing [...]. Aside from the
technical innovation [...], Demszky and Rajk were equally ingenious in creating
new methods of distribution. Their crowning achievement was the establishment
of a samizdat “boutique” set up at Rajk’s apartment every Tuesday evening where
oppositional shoppers could come and peruse the latest offerings.”®

A large underground communication network was attached to the initiative
of Rajk—that of producers (typewritten copies made besides official work),
distributors (some of the visitors delivered while others bore away a number
of issues)®® and consumers. The communication network extended its effi-
ciency factor with an additional oral radius, because the accessibility and
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functioning of the Rajk-boutique was regularly announced through broadcasts
of Radio Free Europe.”’ It is no surprise that Radio Free Europe’s interest was
to support the ideological warfare against the Soviet Union’s sphere of
action.”®

A detailed reflection on the history of the samizdat boutique contains Zsolt
Krahulcsan’s commented document collection.”” His study contains a selec-
tion of archived materials related to the activity of the samizdat bureau (for
the time period between May 1980 and June 1983), which is the result of an
official investigation into illegal publishing and media distribution. Krahul-
csén published secret reports of the so-called ‘Daily Operational Information
Reports’ (Napi Operativ Informéacios Jelentések) and strengthens the presenti-
ment that the regular descriptions of secret agents can provide useful informa-
tion on the activity of the Hungarian democratic opposition. In the shortened
version of his survey, Krahulcsan makes the following statement:

‘In the height of the boutique it was not only a venue for samizdat ordering and
selling, but a popular meeting point—even for the organ’s agents (!)—where the
members of the opposition could meet with each other, with foreign correspond-
ents, this was the place where interviews and reports were made.””

Laszl6 Rajk’s apartment in Galamb Street, 3 (Budapest) was a place where
exchange took place—an exchange of information and knowledge with the
physical presence of people involved in the oppositional movement. Those
were flourishing years of discussion and inquisitiveness because parallel to
the illegal media network, the so-called ‘flying university’ project led by per-
sonalities of academia was running too. The latter became more organized
and politicized.” The generally accepted liberal image of Hungary in the

7 Cf. ANDRAS MINK: ‘Ne legylink senki helyett batrak’. Kerekasztal-beszélgetés a
Millenarison Hodosan Rézaval, Kasza Laszloval és Kemény Istvannal a Szabad Eur6pa
R4di6 és a magyar szamizdat kapcsolatatol [“We Shouldn’t Be Brave Instead of Some-
one Else.” Round Table Discussion on the Millenaris with R6za Hodosan, Laszl6 Kasza
and Istvan Kemény on the Relationship between Radio Free Europe and the Hungarian
Samizdat], in: Beszéld 9 (2004), URL: http://beszelo.c3.hu/cikkek/,,ne-legyunk-senki-
helyett-batrak (30.04.2014).

Cf. MARK KRAMER: Introduction. Book Distribution as Political Warfare, in: ALFRED
A. REISCH: Hot Books in the Cold War. The CIA-Funded Secret Western Book Distri-
bution Program Behind the Iron Curtain, Budapest—New York 2013, pp. IX-XXVIIL
Cf. ZsoLT KRAHULCSAN: A hazai szamizdat ‘héskora’. A Galamb utcai butik [The
‘Heroic Era’ of the Hungarian Samizdat. The Boutique in Galamb Street], in: GYORGY
GYARMATI (ed.): Trezor 2. A Térténeti Hivatal Evkonyve. 2000-2001, Budapest 2002,
pp. 303-359.
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utcai butikrol [‘Adverse, Oppositional Groupings’. Documents on the Boutique in
Galamb Street], in: Beszéld 6 (2001), pp. 74-85, URL: http://beszelo.c3.hu/cikkek/
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‘West Bloc’ was (for a while) a clear obstacle for the authorities’ intervention
in order to avoid criticism from abroad. But the members of the samizdat
boutique had to deal with house searches, disturbances, reproof, police ap-
peals and finally eviction.”” This stressful and uncomfortable situation is one
major reason for choosing oral forms of interaction. Restrictive actions pro-
duced re-actions. Re-actions are performances adapted to underground cir-
cumstances that require new social and political behaviour. Strategic meet-
ings with the aim of attracting attention to the dangers of being a member of
an illegal publication network and seminars to re-organise the distribution
system’ belong to the aforementioned creative oral re-actions.

To describe the social and communication sphere of Rajk’s samizdat bou-
tique as authentically as possible, Bruno Latour’s actor-network-theory is of
useful assistance. The core thesis of Latour is to treat each actor, transmission
and transformation within a social system equally.”* In the constellation of a
samizdat network, I consider the illegal publication itself as an agent” that
transforms social, cultural and political relations through its existence as well
as reception. The form of communication—its oral peculiarity—is just as im-
portant as the medium itself. This is why a closer investigation of the differ-
ent archives and inquiries surrounding those involved is still needed to dis-
cover forgotten dimensions of oral practices.

Oral Media

My final accomplishments on the oral practices of Hungarian samizdat are
attached to a tape devoted to the memory of the 1956 revolution as a key ref-
erence point of the democratic opposition movements in the 1980s. During
my research in the Open Society Archives in Budapest on any written trace
that explains the notion of the second public sphere from the contemporary
Hungarian point of view, I found an article on the ‘sound of revolution’. This
particular article was released in the October issue of Beszélé'® in 1983 and
discusses the possibilities of replacing or complementing classic samizdat
publishing with oral formats. The short paper debates the suggestion that in-
stead of samizdat, audio recordings should be distributed. The author is scep-
tical because he/she still believes in the capacities of the ‘Gutenberg-galaxy’,
but he/she does not want to lessen the feasibility of oral transmission.”’ It is
fascinating to find lanes that problematize something like magnitizdat in the
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Hungarian underground communities’ awareness. It therefore appears that
magnitizdat—‘from the words magnitofon, or tape recorder, and samizdat,
Russian for self-publishing’”*—wasn’t unknown for the editors of Beszéld.
Although besides this article I have not found any other source that deals with
the existence of a magnitizdat distribution system in late socialist Hungary,
the use of audio recordings in the neo-avant-garde art scene was present for
sure. This is true for both the Artpool Art Research Center in Budapest and
for the personal archive of Dr. L4szl6 Végh, for example.” In the parallel cul-
ture where it seemed so easy to make everything disappear, tape recordings
from underground events represented a real value. I assume that (despite their
archival character) these tapes were passed on too and served as a source for
recycling information within closed groups of people.

Going back once again to the article on that particular 1956-magnitizdat.
The reason for publishing this paper was probably the appearance of an audio
collection on the occasion of the 26th anniversary of the 1956 revolution. The
upheaval for democratic socialism was a recurring topic in most of the oppo-
sitional periodicals and volumes both in the 1980s and in the 1990s. Accord-
ing to the article, the tape included the following content:

‘After the authorized event history we hear Gyula Illyés: he is reading his poem
One Sentence on Tyranny that has never been published [...]. The narrator says
goodbye bad-tempered: the memory of the 1956 revolution fades away, because
the youth and intellectual movements of the 1960s and 1970s haven’t discovered
it as their own heritage. The poem of Gyorgy Petri entitled On the Twenty-Fourth
Anniversary of the Little October Revolution seems to disagree with his depressed
voice—the poem was performed on the twenty-fifth anniversary at a memorial or-
ganized in a private apartment—and a few songs of the band Illés. And if the
listener doubts that these melancholic-nostalgic songs really transfer a political
meaning, his’/her doubts are denied by the loud applause of the concert’s young
audience on 26 March 1981 and the fact that the last song on the tape one can’t
find on the concert recording.”™

It is important to mention that the 1956 upheaval represented for the Com-
munist Party a counterrevolution, a taboo topic that could never be discussed
in the first public sphere. The tape was possibly a clandestine substitution for
real commemorations, which until then only could take place secretly. It is
hard to reconstruct the source of the single tracks included in the tape and
whether the magnitizdat (or its copy) still exists. The symbolism of the edited
audio piece is multi-layered: just like the poem of Gyula Illyés, the whole
ceuvre of Gyorgy Petri was under publication prohibition in Hungary; the

® BRIAN A. HORN: The Bards of Magnitizdat. An Aesthetic Political History of Russian
Underground Recordings, in: KIND-KOVACS/LABOV (as in footnote 2), pp. 176-189,
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reading of Petri’s poems serves as a reminder of illegal commemorations and
the music of the band Illés is a symbol for the system-critical doubled lan-
guage used in their lyrics.

The audiotape contained contents that were not accessible through official
information channels. Although we do not have any additional data concern-
ing the situation of reception, the description in Beszélé assumes that the lis-
teners could easily understand the coded language. 1956 represents a histori-
cal event that was a taboo topic in the first public sphere, but at the same time
is a code-word for the building of and belonging to ‘virtual communities’—
communities that were prohibited from being physically present in the same
place, they simply shared belief in an idea (e.g. 1956). Regardless of whether
the 1956 audiotape produced in 1983 was listened to in sole isolation or with
company, it was the simulation of live experience and hearing the voice that
expressed what a lot of people did not dare to talk about.

Conclusion

The purpose of this paper was to use the approach of asking questions from
the point of view of performance and media studies, and to encourage further
investigations into the oral aspects of illegal publishing in the socialist period
of East-Central-Europe’s history. To conclude, we can summarize that orality
is a fundamental part of the creative forces both in art and political opposi-
tion. On the one hand, it is mirrored in the avant-garde experience with for-
mal experimentation, and on the other hand, it originates in the specific socio-
cultural context predominant beyond the Iron Curtain. The embodiment,
(re)presentation, communication and transmission in terms of orality is that of
exchange, dialogue and discussion, which often includes the consensus of a
convoluted sign system’s common de-coding. Oral practice is reflected in
self-representation and in behavioural characteristics, but the fascination with
sound and voice is a recurring factor. The contrast between the first and se-
cond public spheres is clearly visible in the immense amount of (type-)written
agent reports produced by the hegemonic regime and the transitory, frag-
mentary, performative and uncontrollable developments via sound and/or
voice as an extension of subcultural print culture.

Probably the most important result of the present investigation is the new
emphasis on a linguistic turn in unofficial print culture during late socialism.
The exploitation of language through the authoritarian regime was a hege-
monic ownership over the public sphere in general. Opposed to this, and to
the thesis of Habermas that dictatorship hinders the emergence of public
spheres, the deconstruction or liberation of language stood at the core of oral
and performative samizdat practices. The oral mediality of illegal publishing
promised, in contrast to the existing socialist order, immediacy, fleetingness
and active interaction, dialogue instead of monologue, and multi-dimension-
ality instead of one-dimensionality. All of the oral practices discussed within
the framework of this paper demonstrated clearly that samizdat is much more
than a printed booklet containing clandestine information—it is a complex
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media format with the ability to create a second publicness. In historiograph-
ical research dealing with samizdat publishing there should be a certain need
to unlock new facets of the medium not only with the help of written sources.
Going back to the roots of the subject of analysis means working with a dif-
ferent notion of the archive that is no longer limited to the passivity of written
words, but focuses on the activity of oral and performative transmission. This
active archive could be something similar to the model developed by the
Hungarian artist Gyorgy Galantai: ‘The “ACTIVE ARCHIVE” does not col-
lect solely material existing “out there”, the way it operates also generates the
very material to be archived.”®!

Zusammenfassung

Innovative Praktiken des ungarischen Samizdat. Eine vergleichende Analyse miindlicher
Praktiken

Die meisten theoretischen Reflexionen iiber den ostmitteleuropdischen Samizdat fokus-
sieren auf Textualitdt und Materialitit, wodurch sie von vornherein darauf verzichten, ille-
gale Veroffentlichungspraktiken auch als miindliches Phdnomen zu verstehen. Im Kontext
einer ,,zweiten Offentlichkeit” erkannte Jozsef Havasréti als Erster Oralitit als die existen-
zielle Vorbedingung einer Parallelkultur. Kiinstlerische und intellektuelle Subkulturen
suchten nach kreativen Strategien, um ihr informelles Netzwerk lebendig zu erhalten und
autoritdrer Kontrolle zu entziehen — die miindliche Produktion und Rezeption von Samiz-
dat-Texten erschien als die ideale Losung.

Das Ziel dieses Aufsatzes besteht darin, die miindlichen Praktiken des ungarischen
Samizdat insbesondere aus Sicht der Medienwissenschaften und Performance Studies zu
untersuchen. Vor einem differenziert dargestellten historischen Hintergrund wird die
Analyse des Phanomens in drei Kategorien von Oralitit eingeteilt: miindliche Ausfiihrung
(als die Verkorperlichung von klandestinem Inhalt), miindliche Tradition bzw. miindlicher
Austausch (miindliche Ubertragung schriftlicher Information) und miindliche Medien (die
wiederhergestellte Form von Samizdat). Drei unterschiedliche Fallstudien aus dem Milieu
des ungarischen Samizdat, angefiigt an die drei erwéhnten Kategorien, stehen im Mittel-
punkt: die Wortkunst-Zeitschrift Lélegzet (Atemholen), das Diskussionsumfeld von Laszlo
Rajks ,,Samizdat-Boutique* und ein illegal in Umlauf gebrachtes Tonband (oder Magni-
tizdat) von der Revolution von 1956 aus dem Jahr 1982.

Neben einem medientheoretischen und methodologischen Zugang beschiftigt sich der
Aufsatz intensiv mit der Frage, inwieweit illegale Publikationen dazu in der Lage sind, ein
alternatives Forum fiir 6ffentliche Meinungsbildung und Diskussionen zu schaffen.

sokok

Keywords: Hungarian art samizdat, oral performance, oral tradition, oral exchange, oral
media
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