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Reinterpretation and recontextualization… play an 
important part in the work of the Hungarian artist 
group Little Warsaw. In the fall of 2005, they invited 
Tamás Szentjóby to repeat his action entitled 
Exclusion exercise. Autotherapy to prevent 
punishment in their studio as a public event. The 
original action was realized in 1972 in the context of 
the “chapel shows” in the lake-side resort of 
Balatonboglár, a series of underground art exhibitions 
that was monitored by the secret police and forbidden 
the following year. Of particular interest here are Little 
Warsaw’s motives for asking Szentjóby to repeat this 
action and his reasons for agreeing to do so. As he 
had done thirty-three years previously, he sat on a 
chair, placed a bucket over his head, hung a piece of 
cardboard round his neck bearing the words 
“Exclusion exercise. Autotherapy to prevent 
punishment” and subjected himself to questions from 
the audience for two hours. The action included a 
piece of paper nailed to the wall with suggestions for 
possible questions. They included the following: “Is it 
really the task of art to raise awareness, is our destiny 
identical with history?’”2 

 

Dóra Hegyi finishes her essay, “Art and the Amnesiac 
Society: The Neo-Avant-Garde Revisited” (2006), with an 
open question that concerns the inscription of the past into 
the artwork. In this particular case of a repeated action 
history, archive and the memory of things are “imprinted” on 
the body of the artist (Tamás Szentjóby) itself.3 As Zdenka 
Badovinac has observed in the case of Eastern European 
alternative art, “the performer’s body emphasizes the 
necessity for the ‘museification’ and ‘archivization’ of the 
local tradition. … fighting against the amnesia of the great 
historical and art utopias.”4 The ways in which these 
particular artists archived their own performative activity is 
equal to an archive being understood as a medium of 
dynamism and self-reflection.5 At the core of Badovinac’s 
argument stands the necessity of the body as a creative 
repeater of actions dated back in time, keeping them 
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constantly alive.6 According to the “original” definition of 
body art, the most raw material for an artist is his/her work 
with his/her own body.7 François Pluchart defined art 
corporel in 1974 as follows: “The body is the fundamental 
given. Pleasure, suffering, disease and death are inscribed 
in it and, in the course of biological evolution, they shape the 
socialized individual, i.e. condition… that might satisfy all the 
requirements and constraints of the powers that be.”8 
Pluchart’s concept describes the body not only as an 
extremely material and physical source of inspiration, but 
also as a corporeality attached to chains generated by 
social, economic, cultural, and political order. Trapped in the 
absurd system of socialist rules of (mis-)realized utopia, this 
was especially true for performances, action, and body art 
pieces produced in Kádár’s Hungary. As the case study 
taking center stage in this essay will prove, the conditions of 
the body placed in a socialist context are reappearing and 
rethought in an action reenacted by the same person that 
“distill(s) meaning from past events, store(s) them, and 
find(s) embodied modalities to express them in the here-
and-now.”9  

Some nonconformist artists from this region during the late 
socialist period used every possible strategy to find their 
own way of producing, respectively documenting art on/of 
the margins: this happened, for example, either through 
establishing unconventional modes of archiving already in 
the sixties, seventies, and eighties, or through reflecting on 
their own experiences through art, but only after the fall of 
the communist model. For the latter, the most effective way 
was to reach back to the reconceptualization of previous 
performative works. The deconstruction and criticism of the 
disciplined body in performative “flashbacks” was one of the 
most effective ways to detach from the rules and memory 
politics of actually existing communism. This moment of 
detachment is, as I will argue later, the “pointing finger” of 
the artist at a place in performance and action art history 
that is being forgotten in a canonized view on late 
socialism’s art scenes. Avant-gardists tended to take up 
statements like “the ‘unwritten’ is often unremarked”10 in 
order to approach it with an increasing aesthetic interest. 
Deconstruction and criticism of the rules within which the 
artists were allowed to act are best observed in the breaking 
of formal and aesthetical regulations, as well as turning to 
elusive practices like body art, where the disciplining of 
bodies was getting complicated, if not impossible. By 
recalling, or at least trying to recall, the intention of a 
performance, event, action, or a piece of body art in a post-
socialist condition within reenactments denotes an 
interesting attempt and attitude towards the history of how to 
preserve unofficial art and how to relate it to existing 
narratives on socialist realist or global art history. Arguing 
with Péter György, who is convinced that the understanding 
of the (official) culture of the Kádár era is only possible 
through a diversity and large number of theoretical and 
methodological frameworks, one of these could be a 
reconceptualization of archives and forgetting in a post-
socialist context.11 The lens through which to look at the 
interconnectedness of archives and forgetting are 
reenactments in the “unconscious” condition following the 
fall of the Wall.  
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Talking about re-enactments raises the question of how the 
performing arts and history are related to one another. In the 
Benjaminian sense, history is transitory and elusive, and its 
authentic moment can only be captured in the passing flow 
of time.12 It is already common knowledge (but at the same 
time debated) in performance and theatre studies that the 
performing arts represents one of the fields in aesthetics that 
is most closely linked to Benjamin’s understanding of 
historiography, because the nature of performance is 
determined by fluidity and disappearance.13 Amelia Jones 
underlines this argument when she states that “history is 
performative re-enactment,”14 and “there is no singular, 
authentic ‘original’ event we can refer to….”15 Although other 
performance theoreticians like Rebecca Schneider question 
the complete disappearance of performative pieces,16 the 
elusive link between event-based art and 
history/historiography stands at the core of a clandestine art 
that tried to escape the order of socialist cultural norms. 
Therefore, I insist on this particular relationship, which 
relativizes the micro-narratives introduced in the present 
paper. Referring again to Jones, and also to Adrian 
Heathfield, embodying history in process-based art should 
have a conscious criticism and (self-)reflexive approach 
towards historicization and the (exclusionary narratives of) 
historiography in general.17 This particular access is present 
in a number of re-enactments reaching back to the era of 
East-Central European neo-avant-gardes. 

This paper is an attempt to provide an adequate reading of 
history’s “processing” in performative works as a reflection 
on clandestine art activity under communism. The 
investigation should not help to fulfil requirements of 
“Western” categories,18 or build a counter-canon, but it 
should rather serve to support understanding the complexity 
of the Hungarian neo-avant-garde’s return in post-socialist 
re-enactments. 

As mentioned briefly earlier, further questions I would like to 
address in this essay are attached to the aspects of visibility 
and invisibility in the field of Eastern European art history 
from the socialist era in which ideology had disappeared. 
Related to the phenomena of the archive and documentation 
is the matter of what is remembered and included, and 
which moments of history under dictatorship were (or are 
still) excluded—forgotten. Referring again to György makes 
clear that the Kádár era in its entirety is a ghost-like figure: 
dead in social, political, and ideological terms.19 Szentjóby’s 
and Little Warsaw’s re-enactment tries to build a discursive 
bridge to an alternative art culture that is now non-existent, 
and whose sign systems, or symbolic metaphorical 
language, cannot be decoded by current generations. 
Forgetting is also a form of vanishing from the 
consciousness. This description is partly in line with what 
Hegyi called “amnesiac society” in the title of her paper cited 
at the beginning of this essay. She claims that the silence of 
the Kádár era continues to exist, because the writing of the 
(art) history of that period is still happening in something like 
an isolated “second public sphere.”20 Her proposition is only 
partly correct, because scholars have begun a systematic 
analysis of Hungarian neo-avant-garde tendencies in the 
last few years,21 although the international introduction, for 
example, and relatedness of (especially) the Hungarian 
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alternative art scenes is still much more “backward” than 
that of other regions in the former Eastern Bloc. Again, it is 
the question of which information and memory has a place 
in the historiography of twentieth-century art and which does 
not. A way to deal with these issues is to look into 
performances and actions covering the phenomena of 
forgetting and archives. Sven Spieker comes to the point: 
“Archives do not record experience so much as its absence; 
they mark the point where an experience is missing from its 
proper place, and what is returned to us in an archive may 
well be something we never possessed in the first place.”22 

Here, I am not interested in the detailed description of 
mechanisms how an “amnesiac society”23 was created 
under socialist rule, but in the attitude of artists creatively 
marking—in the sense of Spieker—fractures on the shield of 
the communist period’s extensive archive, drawing our 
attention to the distracted body as a different source of 
coming to terms with the past. By adding another piece of 
the puzzle to the missing coherent, comprehensive, and 
critical analysis of East-Central European event-based art,24 
the task of the present investigation is, on the one hand, to 
reflect upon a special form of alternative historicization 
through performance in the work of Tamás Szentjóby and in 
the approach of the artist duo Little Warsaw, and, on the 
other, to keep looking for fragments; markers of forgetting in 
constructing the history of art and performing art in the 
region.   

In July 1972, at the chapel studio of Balatonboglár, a 
remarkable clandestine art venue of the Kádár era, 
Szentjóby conceptualized and performed the action Kizárás 
gyakorlat: Büntenésmegelőző autoterápia (Exclusion 
exercise: Autotherapy to prevent punishment), in the manner 
described earlier by Hegyi. The “production” was part of a 
series of events under the title DIREKT HÉT (DIRECT 
WEEK), which approached and encouraged audiences to 
become active participants in the creation of the artwork.25 
As a result of Szentjóby’s radical intellectual and artistic 
development that began in the early sixties, in most of his 
initiations, including the conceptualization of the DIREKT 
HÉT, he was keen to smash the social and cultural 
consensus of Kádárist Hungary.26 As Emese Kürti 
articulated in her recent essay on the history of the first 
Hungarian happening, improvisation and experimentalism 
were central to the oeuvre of Szentjóby.27 Because late-
socialist bureaucratism at the beginning of the seventies 
was still paranoid and obsessed with control, plus intuitive, 
destructive, and activating,28 non-representative art 
belonged to a sphere of exclusion. The art produced by 
Szentjóby explicitly denied the existence of the regime. One 
of the main purposes of the event series was to challenge 
the boundaries of spectatorship. With this undertaking, the 
organizers of DIREKT HÉT violated the “unwritten” social 
agreement of the passive consumption of art. The biggest 
danger of an art like this was that the activation of the 
spectator could have unpredictable consequences.  

In Kizárás gyakorlat, the situation of sitting on a chair with 
certain isolation from the outside world was, in the words of 
Szentjóby, borrowed from the Christian tradition of 
confession.29 The piece was not only implicitly referring to a 

 

Fig. 1 Expulsion-Exercise, 
Punishment-preventive 
Autotherapy by Tamás 
Szentjóby, Date: 1972. 
Location: Chapel Studio, 
Balatonboglár. Photos by: 
György Galántai. Courtesy 
of Artpool Art Research 
Center. 
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form of habitualized Eurocentric religionism, but also to a 
Chinese habit of punishment. As these global references 
already indicate, the meanings of Kizárás gyakorlat are 
exceedingly complex; therefore, I will concentrate only on a 
few possible interpretations related to the main questions. 
Visitors of the chapel could approach Szentjóby with about 
twenty questions listed on a sheet of paper that was 
attached to the wall. The questions could only be answered 
by the artist with “yes” or “no.” The “audience” was 
encouraged to make up additional questions, but Szentjóby 
could not change his answers. He describes the experience 
of being committed and sitting for about eight hours on a 
chair with a bucket on his head as extremely strenuous.30 
The artist himself emphasized that the message of the 
performance was more general than only a critique of state 
socialism; it was directed against the hierarchies of state 
and church, with the intention to debate the relationship 
between the individual and these institutions.31 Szentjóby 
clearly demonstrated what is happening to the body if it is 
exposed to the forces of any kind of hierarchical order. The 
freedom of autonomous action disappears, which is the 
most elementary right of a social being. With Kizárás 
gyakorlat, the artist intends to debate brute force against the 
individual. This particular violation does not necessarily have 
to be physical, although Szentjóby is explicitly displaying the 
effects of rule with a static, paralyzed pose of his corpus. His 
senses were nonfunctional (the bucket on his head isolated 
him from the outside world), and in this way he subversively 
created an almost completely mute subject, one that is the 
ideal element of a repressed and controllable society. For 
Szentjóby, it was important to avoid violence from the 
authorities, so the performer himself conducted punishment 
demonstratively. Those who took part in the performance by 
asking Szentjóby questions also participated in the act of 
punishment—at the same time being paradoxically 
collaborators of religious and state systems, as well as the 
performer. Through the vehemence of questions addressed 
to Szentjóby, he was not able or willing to interrupt the 
process of penalty. It is an interesting and not inconsiderable 
remark that Kizárás gyakorlat took place in the circle of 
members of a parallel culture, where a symbolic, 
deconstructive language used by Szentjóby was more likely 
to be understood. 

Reducing the intention of Szentjóby’s action to an equation 
with a reaction towards repressive politics in late-socialist 
Hungary, Polish art historian Piotr Piotrowski offers the 
following reading of the original Kizárás gyakorlat: 

The psycho-masochistic character of the performance 
had two opposing impulses: on the one hand, it 
afforded an opportunity for the purification and 
expression of internalized anxieties, on the other it 
presumed the need for responsibility and punishment 
inscribed within this traumatic experience, a type of 
politico-psychoanalytic session. According to 
psychoanalytic theory, re-experiencing a trauma 
activates the mechanism that eventually leads to 
healing. The potential and the actual police 
interventions into the artists’ lives were a constant 
source of such trauma. Szentjóby’s performance could 
be seen in this context as a form of therapy, an 

 

Fig. 2 Expulsion-Exercise, 
Punishment-preventive 
Autotherapy by Tamás 
Szentjóby, Date: 1972. 
Location: Chapel Studio, 
Balatonboglár. Photos by: 
György Galántai. Courtesy 
of Artpool Art Research 
Center. 
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attempt to reprocess and desensitize the traumatic 
contact with the political police.32 

Piotrowski’s appreciation of this conceptual performance33 
suggests that the Hungarian neo-avant-garde has one 
essential characteristic in relation to politics: it was always 
(directly or indirectly) affected by political repression and 
brute force, as well as shocks and traumas caused by the 
distorted hierarchies of state socialism. Relating to my brief 
analysis of Kizárás gyakorlat, Piotrowski’s assumption is not 
entirely true. Szentjóby’s attitude is a general anarchism 
whose origin is only partly to be associated with communist 
dictatorship. Artists had a chance to decide if and/or how to 
deal with this condition of being (mostly) on the margins of 
this particular political situation.34 Some members of the 
Hungarian subcultures at the time just shut their eyes and 
lived as if no secret observation and control existed,35 or 
demonstrated the vanguard convergence of art and life. 
Artists like Szentjóby debated and openly provoked diverse 
forms of control (not only that of the Hungarian socialist 
order) with the help of a complex symbolic language of 
aesthetics and deconstruction. Szentjóby, like a number of 
his fellow artists, was against the exaggerated 
“institutionalism” in which the utopia of communism had 
ended up. At this point, one could raise the question about 
why Little Warsaw chose this particular performance to re-
enact in an apparently different historical, social, and cultural 
context. Maybe the circumstances have changed, but the 
message was still valid. The critique of dominant institutions, 
order, and ideological and sign systems is also an issue in 
the practice of documentation, archiving, historiography, and 
the performing arts, which was and still is an important way 
of looking at a problem—both in the 1970s and in the 2000s. 
As the title of Szentjóby’s original and re-enacted action 
suggests, “exclusion” was and remains present, 
independent of our historical awareness. Exclusion 
mechanisms were more visible and obvious during the 
existence of the socialist regime, but even in democratic 
societies traces of expulsion remain—especially in the 
market-oriented art world and in the canonized production of 
art history. Forms of aesthetic deconstruction and forgetting 
are remarkable moments of exposed exclusion in the way 
Szentjóby, and later on Little Warsaw, realized it. 

The link between the original and re-enacted versions of 
Kizárás gyakorlat is the act of performing and marking 
exclusion. This kind of performing is considered here as the 
document which is subject to archiving, forgetting, and 
deconstruction. There is a specific reason why the fragile 
document of performing has become so interesting for the 
artist duo Little Warsaw. Against the background of 
Hungary’s communist past, documents have lost their 
authenticity: the manipulation and falsification of data in 
those times radically changed the notion of “trusted 
information.” The question arises whether the individual can 
still trust institutionalized knowledge and data. A sensible 
and critical handling of information is required, not just if one 
is screening files of the secret police. The question concerns 
both historians and artists from the neo-avant-garde scene, 
with direct and indirect forms of criticism against diverse 
kinds of information, data, and documents—and even their 
own art having its origin in socialism—which had and still 
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have significance in producing art outside of a system with 
historical awareness. In the context of the performing arts, 
the traditional understanding of archives as “containers” of 
information that mediate documents loses its classical 
meaning completely.36 This is also true for the installation 
works of Little Warsaw, which recall central questions of 
writing history. Regarding these characteristics of event-
based art and art with an intended historical attitude, 
interesting dimensions of both archives and documents 
appear. These dimensions can easily be applied to methods 
of analysis in the way Piotrowski imagined writing the history 
of Eastern Europe: considering local, often excluded and 
marginalized traditions, and thinking in heterogeneity37—a 
methodology based on integration, working with nuances. In 
a certain sense, Little Warsaw entered the same path, 
because “they focused on the possibilities of local art-
making practices within … new conditions.”38 

György Galántai, the Hungarian artist and founder of the 
Artpool Art Research Center, one of the most important 
archives on the alternative art scene of the communist 
period in East-Central Europe, formulated the concept of the 
“active archive,” which is, similarly to innovative concepts of 
post-custodial archiving, an open-ended project. As Galántai 
argues, “The archive expands through calls for projects, co-
operation and exchange as well as circulating information 
and enlarging the network … it works with an exact aim and 
direction sensitively detecting changes and adjusting 
accordingly.”39 The first passage of the manifesto neglects 
the collecting task of the archive and sees one of its main 
functions in the process of co-creation, where human and 
material factors enrich and cooperate with one another.40 
For a number of artists, including Galántai himself, creating 
their own creative archives and own kinds of archiving was 
crucial during the time of state socialism: “Artist’s archives 

are a testimony to their permanent process of demystifying 

the socialist institution of art in which some of them publicly 

participated in their own way and which they could not 
escape … the aspect of mediating and sharing information 
flanks and prevails to document and preserve ephemeral 
forms of artistic communication.”41 Those who were engaged 
with “deviant,” unofficial means of documentation with 
respect to historicization developed an own discursive field 
of aesthetics that contained philosophy, art production, and 
diverse forms of communication. This kind of understanding 
of the archive is in line with Michel Foucault’s notion, which 
is “the general system of the formation and transformation of 
statements,” a structure that incorporates “tradition and 
oblivion,” and that “reveals the rules of a practice that 
enables statements both to survive and to undergo regular 
modifications.”42 Again, in this sense, the archive is not a 
simple storage of data but a system of relating information to 
each other. Without having other opportunities to step aside 
from the norms of socialist rule, archiving artists found 
another way to arrange information on a micro-level of their 
own history.  

 

As already articulated in relation to the socialist condition, 
the factor of “power” also plays a crucial role in constituting 
the archive, because the selection and arrangement 
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procedure in itself, within the Foucauldian system of the 
archive, mirrors hierarchical relations.43 As soon as the issue 
of power relations comes up, one should touch upon the 
question of archive and its institutionalization. Jacques 
Derrida states that the (hi)story of institutionalization is an 
intrinsic part of the archive’s theory.44 This institutionalization 
is in favor of easing control and observation, as we have 
seen in the case of dictatorships that not only wanted to 
command the present, but wanted to dominate the past, too. 
There is definitely a significant difference between a 
monitored format of institution (state socialist bureaucracy) 
and a dynamic system proposed by Foucault (artist archives 
in East-Central Europe). This difference is also broached as 
an issue in the two performative versions of Kizárás 
gyakorlat: stasis versus flexibility, rigid construction versus 
playful/provocative deconstruction.  

Derrida, like Spieker, also discusses how to understand 
forgetting as an integrated part of the archive, relating it to 
repression: “There would indeed be no archive desire 
without the radical finitude, without the possibility of a 
forgetfulness which does not limit itself to repression. Above 
all… beyond or within this simple limit called finiteness or 
finitude, there is no archive fever without the threat of this 
death drive, this aggression and deconstruction drive.”45 

Following the logic of Foucault’s archive definition, we keep 
returning to the “outside” of the archive, which is just as 
much a part of it as its specific contents.46 As outlined 
above, the archive is incomplete, unfinished, and tends 
towards forgetfulness. Creators, acting as repositories, just 
like actions, which take place within and around the archive, 
co-determine the phenomenon: “The archive produces as 
much as it records the event.”47 Archiving has a strong 
potential for critical creation and this is the particular 
condition in which this investigation is mostly interested, 
from the point of view of deconstruction and forgetting. The 
idea of the active archive is the moment when the passive 
observer is successfully turned into an active participant 
engaging with the contents of the discursive spectrum of 
history. 

The intention “to archive,” in the case of the performance, is 
to “turn and return to all those tracks and steps and bodies 
and gestures and sweat and images and words and sounds 

performed by past performers.”48 André Lepecki sees the 
body as a “living archive”: through the production process of 
re-enactments the creative potential of the body as an 
archive and the original performance as a document will be 
activated.49 Re-enacting is never a one-to-one translation of 
the source material; it is a matter of critical, self-reflexive 
interpretation. Lepecki articulates a basic and significant 
statement: “an archive does not store: it acts.”50  

Re-enactments, as “will to archive”, invest in creative 
returns precisely in order to find, foreground, and 
produce… difference … singular modes of politicizing 
time and economies of authorship via the 
choreographic activation of the [performer’s] body as 
an endlessly creative, transformational archive. In re-

enacting we find in past performances a will to keep 
inventing.51 
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That the archive is not a metaphor of preservation, but that 
of creation is also true for the re-enactment of Kizárás 
gyakorlat. We have the case that one and the same person 
performs the original performance after thirty-three years. 
The memory of the body and the context of the former event 
are attached to the same person, but both were displaced 
through other factors. The countercultural environment of 
the neo-avant-garde was no longer present, but neither was 
the institutional critique that manifested itself in the “active 
not-forgetting” of neo-avant-garde and the post-avant-garde 
generations.52 We can retrace this tendency in other 
contemporary re-enactments where Hungarian artists who 
were once active during the sixties and seventies 
reconceptualized their actions and public interventions long 
after the system changed. Examples could be Endre Tót re-
enacting his emblematic demonstration series ZERODEMO 
in 2013, during which a crowd of people were carrying large 
banners showing zeros through the streets of Budapest,53 or 
György Galántai’s Tükör transzparens (Mirror transparent) 
action of 1989, wherein he placed a mirror in public spaces, 
and which was repeated also in 2013 in front of Budapest’s 
Műcsarnok (Hall of Arts).54 Both re-enactments carry the 
criticism of institutionalism: Tót subversively ironizes the 
rules of state systems with a seemingly political procession 
“without” any explicit content,55 and Galántai uses a subtle 
form of showing a mirror to a museum that is bowing to 
bureaucratic as well as political decisions. But re-enactment 
was not only typical to Hungarian nonconformist artists; its 
practice was common throughout the former Eastern Bloc. 
One example would be Polish artist Jerzy Bereś’s piece, 
Prediction, first performed in 1968 and re-enacted in 1988. 
The intention of Bereś was to keep the memory of the wave 
of revolutions in 1968 alive: “An authentic work of art should 
stay alive in a spite of changing context, for otherwise it 
becomes only a dead historical document.”56 This 
proposition corresponds very much with Lepecki’s reading of 
re-enactment as an activating force.  

The relevance of Kizárás gyakorlat could have been located 
in criticizing socialist institutionalism, on the one hand, or in 
distinguishing the questions of personal and collective 
exclusion and respectively forgetting within the framework of 
institutional order and hierarchy, on the other. Traces of 
“archival creation” can be detected in two respects. Firstly, 
the re-enactment of the 1972 piece indirectly addresses the 
lack of interest in the politically and critically motivated 
Eastern European performance and live art of communist 
times.57 In the Hordozható Intelligencia Fokozó Múzeum 
(Portable Intelligence Increase Museum, 2003) exhibition 
project, Szentjóby’s intention was just the same: to display 
and accentuate an exclusion process in art history by 
constructing a counter-institution.58 Little Warsaw was, at 
that time, interested in the destiny and canonized 
classification of artists and artist groups, like in those 
belonging to neo-avant-garde circles.59 They tried to answer 
questions regarding historiography: “How do we see the 
same thing after a while?” and “Is it the same?”60 With these 
debates, Little Warsaw staged a dispute about reproduction 
in/through history, which was also integrated into the re-
enactment of Szentjóby’s performance. Secondly, as 
already sketched earlier, the performance contained a list of 

 

Fig. 3 Rekonstrukció 
(Reconstruction) by Little 
Warsaw and Tamás 
Szentjóby. Date: February 
4, 2005. Location: Bálint 
Havas’s Studio, Budapest. 
Photos by: Lenke Szilágyi. 
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questions (about, for instance, the freedom of the individual, 
the sociopolitical role of art and culture, the role of 
punishment, etc.) that visitors could ask Szentjóby. The 
main focus was not necessarily the answers of the artist, but 
on the gesture of asking and actively intervening in the 
sphere of a body art piece. The interest of the audience and 
the emphasis of topics had changed with time, as the re-
enactment demonstrated. This could be a reason why Hegyi 
pointed out this specific question: “Is it really the task of art 
to raise awareness, is our destiny identical with history?”. 
The first part of the question refers to the circumstances 
under which Kizárás gyakorlat was born and critically 
reflected upon: should socio- and cultural-political topics still 
be communicated and discussed via art? The second part 
might concern whether there’s a loop in history that returns 
to the initial point (e.g., institutional critique). Little Warsaw 
named the 2005 performance Rekonstrukció 
(Reconstruction), but it was formally just an approach of “re-
staging”; it should have been given the title Re-forming.  
Maja Fowkes offers the following reading of the re-
enactment, referring to the position of the artist duo: “For 
them, it seemed as if ‘artists who lived and worked in the 
previous (Communist) era tended to mythologize their own 
activities,’ while the artists of Little Warsaw sought ‘to 
demythologize and de-sacralize theirs—in other words, 
approaching them in a more matter-of-fact way,’ in order to 
move away from the habits of the older generation of 

‘seeing their own activities in a heroic light and 

dramatizing themselves in a kind of political mythology.’”61 
This leads to the insight that Rekonstrukció was both a 
reconceptualized criticism of institutional restrictions (both 
socialist and beyond) and a review of exclusionary practices 
within the artist circles of the neo-avant-garde. 

History and its representation is a key issue in the work of 
Little Warsaw. The artist duo concentrates part of its work on 
performative interactions with the past; on the creative and 
highly complex “re-cycling” of history.62 Their art pieces can 
be positioned in the visual arts, but with a distinct 
performative and theatrical dimension. The playful exposure 
of monuments of the socialist era is the focal point of their 
installations. By provoking and confronting generations with 
symbols of a past they have never experienced (or that 
tends to disappear) and by building their installations in 
public spaces, a new attitude towards communism is 
produced—perhaps a “forced remembrance,” to keep being 
confronted with conceptions of fading socialist ideology. The 
moving and acting body of the spectator63 that is put in 
between his/her own reality and the artificial reality of a 
monument that represents (in a repositioned manner) 
something that is gone could lie at the foundation of Little 
Warsaw’s concept. As Edit András notes, “the reception of 
their projects was inevitably part of their expectations.”64 The 
body of the spectator is performatively filled with information 
and questions, and is being transformed into a “living” and 
critical document. “Little Warsaw’s purpose is to expose the 
synchrony in historical perspectives and to accentuate that 

censorious reflection recontextualization is more 
important than reconstruction.”65  

Through the lens of Walter Benjamin’s historical materialism, 
“authentic” historiography is to leave tradition and 

 

Fig. 4 Rekonstrukció 
(Reconstruction) by Little 
Warsaw and Tamás 
Szentjóby. Date: February 
4, 2005. Location: Bálint 
Havas’s Studio, Budapest. 
Photos by: Lenke Szilágyi. 
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conformism behind and to escape a history usually written 
by the winners.66 A possible methodology to do so is to 
“brush towards the line,”67 to be counter- or a-institutional 
and to leave a mark on deconstructivism, mechanisms of 
forgetting, and exclusion. Part of the archival project’s aim of 
the second public sphere is to emancipate the history of 
alternative culture as part of history written with capital 
letters.68 Performances like Kizárás gyakorlat and 
performative moments in Nefertiti teste (The Body of 
Nefertiti, 2003) or in Elhagyott emlékmű (Deserted 
Memorial, 2004) by Little Warsaw expose and visualize a 
crack in the flow of “mainstream” history, sometimes even 
being skeptical about how art/artists are trying to secure 
their survival in Art History. Piotrowski’s model of a 
“horizontal art history,” Svetlana Boym’s “de-linearization of 
history,”69 Lia Perjovschi’s subjective art history, Vit 
Havránek’s colonized view on the past,70 or Zdenka 
Badovinac’s “interrupted histories”71 are all indicative of this 
direction regarding the art scenes of socialist and post-
socialist Eastern Europe. 

As the examples analyzed above show, parallel culture and 
some contemporary art installations and objects share 
experiences, readings, memories and/or forgetting of the 
communist era. These performances and art pieces could 
be seen as lieux de mémoire, in the understanding of Pierre 
Nora; a form of ritual to keep private and collective 
memories alive that are rooted in history.72 Tamás 
Szentjóby’s 1972 and 2005 actions are emblematic 
examples how personal attitudes, memories, and history 
collide: on the one hand, the private confrontation with 
physical and psychical “violence” of dictatorship—being part 
of an artistic counterculture that is still fighting for its 
“earned” position in Art History—and on the other, the rule of 
state socialism and institutional repressions. Nora’s 
approach, with diverse micro- and macro-levels of memory 
and history, again underlines the Benjaminian proposition 
that an objective and linear concept of history does not exist, 
and that it is a matter of constant invention, (de-
)construction, and memory-montage. 

History consists not only of visible (remembered), but of 
invisible (forgotten) parts as well. All nonlinear movements, 
turns, and cracks in history, also introduced in versions and 
interpretations of the Kizárás gyakorlat, are perceived to 
belong to the sphere of forgetting.73 Because underground 
culture was placed literally on the margins, it was therefore 
vulnerable to the process of forgetting. In practices of self-
historicization, like that of the co-production of Little Warsaw 
and Szentjóby, Nataša Petrešin-Bachelez locates its 

purpose in “recording the parallel histories that are 
subjectively preserved and exist as the fragments of 
memories and semi-forgotten oral traditions.”74 Strategies 
like deconstruction, a-institutionalization, and the critical 
historicizing of counterculture demonstrate that underground 
art movements and forgetting have a lot in common, just as 
performance and forgetting share a “destiny.” This could be 
seen as the transitory moment of caducity, which makes the 
performative event not reproducible. Reuses of past events 
are not the representation of “how-it-really-was,” but the 
attempt to clip this transitory moment. Performance 
theoretician Peggy Phelan’s (often criticized) statement 
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leaves the same impression: “The disappearance of the 
object is fundamental to performance.”75 Forgetting makes 
its items fragile, as are performance and history. And it is, at 
the same time, part of a creative and self-reflexive process 
of archiving. Invention, creation, and criticism should mark 
the path of historiography of art in socialist East-Central 
Europe while emphasizing the active role of the artist in 
intervening with, writing, and constructing history.76 
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