
 
 

10 September 2019 

 

Dear Friends, 

 

And so we begin. 

 

Andrea Rádai is our reporter for the 11th issue of Hungarian Letter of News.   This collaboration with 

Szinház Magazine continues to offer both theatre news and the impact of the political machinations on the 

field.  I know Szinház is looking at a difficult year—their independent voice in Hungary is both a critical and 

lonely one.  But they are determined and strong. 

 

In this issue: 

 

• Dollardaddy’s new piece, ARVÁCSKA, marks the return to the stage of János Kulka, a truly legendary actor 

(I’ve seen his work dozens of times), after a stroke two years ago left him unable to speak.  This production—

and his performance—is making a lot of noise in the theatre community. 

 

• The leadership of Adél Kováts at the Radnóti Theatre is taking this important theatre in new directions and to 

new audiences.  The Radnóti production of Csaba Székely’s 10 (with Adél playing one of the 10 “story 

tellers,” along with one my favorite actors, László Zsolt).  The theatre itself is undergoing major renovations as 

well.  Bravo, Adél. 

 

• The Symptoms’ new work, THE SYMPTOMS REALITY IN THE BASEMENT: co-founder Réka Szabö and 

her two co-founders celebrate 15 years of making independent performance in this piece that asks more 

questions than gives answers. 

 

• Six emerging companies are highlighted in the story about the new Péter Halász Award.   

 

• Finally, there are two disturbing pieces of political reporting: 

 

o The government takeover of the Hungarian Academy of Science—parallels to our summer here of 

moving the USDA from DC to Kansas City 

 

o And a Special Report by Andrea Tompa  on the abolition of a major support program for the 

independent theatre.  This draconian action was proposed at the end of 2018; we are now seeing the 

results crippling the Independent theatres across the field. 



 

 

A few words about Péter Halász:  In 1976, I invited Péter’s SQUAT THEATRE 

to Baltimore and the TNT FESTIVAL (The New Theatre Festival).  In 

partnership with Herbert Blau, who had just come to the area as dean of the 

University of Maryland Baltimore County (along with his company, KRAKEN), 

we brought 5 international companies (France, India, Belgium, the Netherlands, 

and Hungary); 6 companies from New York City; and 25 companies from the rest 

of Amerika!).  All the groups stayed for the whole 7 days of the Festival.  Take a 

look here. It was a real Gathering! 

 

We had a huge circus tent set up for food and drink (that never closed).  Each 

night, as Squat’s PIG, CHILD, FIRE! went down Kraftwerk’s EUROPE ENDLESS was cranked up, the tent 

emptied and that community of theatre folk was drawn to the post performance glow of SQUAT.  (They 

played in a studio with huge glass movable doors as the background, looking out at an amphitheater—so as 

the audience danced their way out of the space, we joined them.) 

 

After Baltimore, the company applied for asylum in the US—I got a call from a US-based Hungarian relief 

agency asking for a letter of support: I told a very nice woman they were fine, cultured artists.  The rest is 

history.  Squat had their NY space on 23rd Street a year later, and PIG, CHILD, FIRE! won the first of two 

Obies.   They had a good decade based in NY and touring internationally.   

 

After ’89, Péter was able to return to Hungary.  He was in and out of the country regularly.  Over the years, 

when I would bring teams of US artists to Budapest, he’d almost always find time to connect with us.  We 

became friends with a shared history. 

 

Péter directed and starred in his funeral in Budapest—I was invited but couldn’t make it over.  He died, back 

in NYC, early in 2006.  More about Péter here. 

 

I know the Péter Halász Award means a lot to the winning group of artists, and the five other groups 

nominated.  To know that Péter’s contribution to the wonderfully committed, stubborn, questioning, fearless 

independent theatre scene is so fittingly acknowledged, continues to give strength to us all. 

 

Stay strong,  

 

 

 

 

Philip 

 

 

 

 

https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/40a24c_6c8c8786aba14723b1e55f05adf7ff12.pdf
https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/40a24c_6c8c8786aba14723b1e55f05adf7ff12.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cqGsi9k6ra0
https://hlo.hu/news/peter_halasz_s_living_theatre.html


 

Four nights ago in Amsterdam, a huge crowd gathered to thank and 

celebrate my long-time partner and dear friend, Piet Zeeman, as he 

begins his next step in a storied career supporting Dutch artists.   

 

He worked at the Shaffy Theatre (1981-86), an important model for my 

work at Theatre Project.  From 1986 – 98 he was at the Theatre Institute 

Nederland, working with my good friends Dragan Klaic and Ruud 

Englelander, and where Piet and I partnered, shepherding the US/NL 

Touring & Exchange Project.  In 1998 he joined the Performing Arts 

Fund NL/Dutch Performing Arts, extending his reach globally. 

 

He has many friends in our theatre community. 

 

And he’s not finished yet.  In his new role, he will be with us in 

Budapest for DunaPart5. 

Pieter Zeeman  

Cultural Advisor 

Pzeeman53@gmail.com 

+31 639 04 31 43 
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A New Award for Experimental Theatre 

In 2018 Trafó and the periodical Színház 

established a new award to enhance experimental 

theatrical practices in Hungary. The award is 

given each year to a production whose creators 

do not think about theatre as a given and 

permanent entity and are ready to cross 

boundaries. The award is named after Péter 

Halász who was an influential character in the 

New York and European theatrical scene in the 

second half of the 20th century and has become 

the symbol for the freedom of art in Hungary.  

The award is coupled with the Lábán award 

which, since 2005, has been given to the most 

progressive contemporary dance piece of the 

year. The two prizes follow more or less the same 

schedule of announcing the nominees in early 

spring and then celebrating the winning 

production at the award giving ceremony in 

Trafó, which took place 14th May this year for the 

first time adding the Péter Halász Award.  

The Halász Péter award went to Cluj/Kolozsvár, ROmania, for the production 99.6% by Reactor 

performance house.  

created by: Panna Adorjáni, Raul Coldea, Hermina Csala, Radu Dogaru, Petro Ionescu, Bogdan 

Olarson, Kinga Ötvös, Oana Mardare, Adi Tudoran   

The Lábán award in contemporary dance went to Anna Réti for the show WhenIwillhavetime. 

The founders of the prize called upon a community of independent professionals who regularly 

analyze, interpret, and promote the aesthetical, social, and cultural phenomena of contemporary 

theatre (in the year 2018 they were Veronika Darida, Noémi Herczog, Zoltán Imre, Tamás Jászay, 

Bálint Kovács, Beatrix Kricsfalusi, Andrea Rádai and Anikó Varga), to search for theatre shows 

that are not necessarily perfect, organized, elaborated nor undebated, but generate debate and 

might be uncomfortable, inconvenient, challenging and divisive.  

Photo: Zoltán Szarka 

 

http://staging.reactor-cluj.com/en/spectacol/996_en/
http://staging.reactor-cluj.com/en/spectacol/996_en/
https://trafo.hu/programok/majdhaleszidom
https://trafo.hu/programok/majdhaleszidom
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These productions take risks and enhance dialogue by: RENEWING the possible thematic and 

language of contemporary theatre, MOVING away from the usual scenes of theatre making, 

RETHINKING (their own) methods of creation,  EXAMINING the structural constraints and social 

expectations that shape institutions and creators as well, BREAKING UP our schematic way of 

thinking, and   QUESTIONING conventions and boundaries taken for granted and showing: this is 

theatre, too, theatre today can be like this, too

Six diverse production were nominated for the first Peter Halasz award. They were: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo: Péter 

Lakatos  

        1:     Cigány Magyar (Gypsy Hungarian) / a 

co-production by A Tudás 6alom” (T6) and 

Mentőcsónak (Life Boat Unit) / directed by 

Ádám Császi / produced at Jurányi, Budapest 
 

T6, founded by Roma actor Kristóf 

Horváth is devoted to providing 

theatrical training of young and 

underprivileged Roma people. Gypsy 

Hungarian is a piece performed by 

Roma people involved in this 

organization. They tell us personal 

stories in an absolutely playful way 

that as a matter of fact interiorizes the 

aspect of non-Roma people, hereby 

making the audience face up to all 

kinds of prejudices, even those that 

belong to people who like to think of 

themselves as being liberal, open and 

benevolent.  

2:    Megfigyelők (Observers) / written and directed by 

Kristóf Kelemen / produced at and by Trafó, Budapest 

 This might be the most traditional piece by Kristóf Kelemen whose other works, like Hungarian Acacia, that was 

also performed at DunaPart festival in 2017, were internationally successful. Kristóf Kelemen was interested in stories 

of informants of the State Protection Authority (ÁVH) in the socialist regime. (In Hungary, the archives of ÁVH, thus 

the list of informants who secretly spied on other citizens, are still not public, though the materials can be researched.) 

Observers is a play based on Kristóf Kelemen’s research in the archives related to the University of Theatre and Film 

Arts that was used as construction elements for a fictive story. It reveals how informants and the observed (with these 

two groups often and widely overlapping) are forced to play roles, how this condition is burnt into all elements of 

life, making an end to privacy, and how vulnerable people, especially minorities, in this case homosexuals, are in 

such a system. Observers is a great piece of theatre with an overwhelmingly suffocating atmosphere that also shows 

how this past resonates with today’s Hungary. (You can read more about it in our June 2018 issue by Tamás Jászay) 

https://gallery.mailchimp.com/05ac7a0e963ba04a225bf36fb/files/4ccef7f3-f12f-4454-bf7f-1c59d98dd601/letterofnews_jt_may2018.01.pdf
https://gallery.mailchimp.com/05ac7a0e963ba04a225bf36fb/files/4ccef7f3-f12f-4454-bf7f-1c59d98dd601/letterofnews_jt_may2018.01.pdf
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Photo: by Máté Lukács  

Photo: Orsolya Véner 

3:    Díszelőadás (Gala Lecture) / written and 

directed by Péter Kárpáti / produced by Titkos 

Társulat (The Secret Company) at Trafó, Budapest 
 

Gala Lecture, a play written by Péter Kárpáti, is the fictive lecture of Endre Hőgyes, a Hungarian 

scientist who is renowned for his experiments related to rabies. In the play this lecture is given at 

the ceremonial opening of Institute Pasteur in Budapest taking a look into the scientist’s mind at 

the verge of insanity and into the context of Hungarian science and culture always lagging behind. 

Endre Hőgyes is now played by Kárpáti himself and he also directed the performance. He is not 

an actor, but his insecurity and slips of the tongue (thus his sincerity) are also part of the show. 

Meanwhile two dancers are trying to express the other “side”, the victims of experimental 

medicine: the sufferings of animals. 

 

WhenIhavetime is performed in Anna Réti’s own flat. 

When she spent most of her time at home with her 

two little children, she realized that the easiest way to 

make theatre, or, to be precise, dance theatre, is in her 

flat. Her piece is about becoming a parent, the tension 

between her different roles, the race with time and the 

slowness of it, and how her world and the space 

around her has, at the same time, expanded and 

shrunk. Anna’s sincerity and embarrassment makes 

her piece even more enjoyable, together with its 

imperfectness. Who knows what will happen 

whenshehastime. The piece was also nominated for – 

and won – the Lábán Prize.  
 

4:    Majdhaleszidőm (WhenI’llhavetime) / directed and 

performed by Anna Réti in her flat in Budapest 
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Photo: Imre Kővágó Nagy 

5:     #Mindenkitörténet (#Everybodystory) / ensemble-devised by 

community members under the leadership of Anna Szepes and 

Tímea Török / produced by Gondolat Generátor (Thought 

Generator), a community engagement program of Trafó, Budapest 
 

Trafó celebrated its 20th anniversary in 2018. For the occasion, Trafó’s engagement program 

prepared a community theatre action with members of the audience living in the 

neighborhood. They collected stories of being 20 years old (regardless of the participants’ 

age at present). Thus, the situation is quite simple: 9 people tell stories of themselves at20 

years, with the help of an overhead projector. It is very predictable, and at the same time, 

very human and cozy. We see ourselves on stage without the distance that usually 

separates professional actors and the audience. 
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The title refers to the fact that 99.6 % of the human genome is the same, and strange as it may 

seem, it is only 0.4 % that makes us different. The creators of this piece were interested in how this 

difference, mainly in terms of ethnicity, influences our self-image and the perception of the other, 

especially in the context of Hungarian and Romanian people living together in Romania. The 

English/Hungarian/Romanian language performance consists of confessions about identity, music 

and movement, folksongs and scenes of simple “co-existing” between the audience and the 

creators – and the immediate deconstruction of these stories, texts, and cultural entities. The 

working process was also experimental: the creators tried as much as possible to distance 

themselves from any kind of hierarchical structure of decision making. 
 

 

 

6:   99.6% / ensemble created and performed by Reactor de 

Creaţie şi experiment, Cluj Romania 
 

Photo: Andra Salaoru 
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Cruelty and suffering with a theatrical look 

Árvácska (something like: Little Orphan, the Hungarian word also refers to a plant)  
Produced by Dollár Papa Gyermekei (company Dollardaddy’s) at Trafó, Budapest 
Directed by Tamás Ördög, adapted from the novel by Zsigmond Móriczby 
 

Árvácska is a novel by Zsigmond Móricz, a Hungarian writer who lived in the first half of the 20th 

century. Growing up in poverty, he gave realistic voice to the poor living in the countryside. 

Árvácska was inspired by a life event of his: in 1936 he saved a young girl who was going to commit 

suicide from a Budapest bridge. Móricz became the patron of this girl (and her lover and father of 

her child, too, though literary history kept silence about this topic), who told the writer the story of 

her life.  
 

Árvácska is an orphan who lives with different foster families where she is supposed to get the 

support a child of her age needs, but instead of going to school, she has to work in the household. 

The cruelty, brutality and mercilessness of the people around her is simply unbearable, as well as 

her extreme defenselessness. She is verbally assaulted, all her belongings are taken away, she is 

beaten up, she is raped. And of course, she is longing for motherly love. Thus, reading the book is a 

harrowing experience itself, and, as Móricz said, he did not add anything to the story. Although the 

novel is written from the child’s point of view, the reader is able to put together a wider picture of 

the poverty that makes people lead a life of animalistic brutality where there is no place for mercy.  

Photo: Orsolya Véner 
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How can one depict this shocking suffering on stage? Tamás Ördög and his company Dollardaddy 

has found a way that also observes our tendency to watch, and even take pleasure in, suffering. 

Therefore Árvácska in Trafó shows how suffering cannot be shown.  
 

First of all, the role of Móricz, the listener, is played by János Kulka (who was one the most important 

actors in János Mohácsi’s legendary performance We live once… in the National Theatre), who 

suffered a stroke a few years ago that resulted in losing his ability to speak. This performance was 

the first time he appeared on stage since his illness. He has no words and his speechless condition is 

emphasized all through the play: Árvácska, while telling the story of her life, is mocking his 

muteness. He can only react with facial expressions; in that sense he is even more powerless than 

Árvácska. He is a victim, too, but becomes the victimizer: the performance ends with him reaching 

for the girl’s body…  
 

Secondly, scenes of brutality are shown with a tint of theatricality. Before the foster father rapes the 

girl, actress Katalin Simkó playing Árvácska sends the children (her foster siblings) off stage because 

“it is not good for them to see such things.” Physical attacks are realized in a somewhat awkward 

way, which emphasizes the act of imitation and pretension. It is much more thought provoking and 

embarrassing for our perception trained and numbed by YouTube. Which means Árvácska also 

raises questions about the limits of empathy too.  

 

Where is God in The Ten Commandments?  
 

10 by Csaba Székely 

directed by Aba Sebestyén at Radnóti Miklós Theatre 
 

Radnóti Theatre, under the direction of Adél Kováts, has 

become a place that is trying to attract a younger audience, 

including professionals, who are hungry for high quality 

theatre. The premieres of Radnóti smartly balance between 

established forms and values and being open to a more 

experimental attitude. This intention can be seen most 

obviously in the expedient matches of contemporary plays, 

directors with interesting ideas, and stars whose names on 

the cast list attract fans who might enter the building of this 

theatre for the first time.  
 

Csaba Székely’s play 10 was this time matched with Aba 

Sebestyén, who had already staged several of the author’s 

plays, as well as the Mine Trilogy, at the Hungarian 

theatres of Romania, and, of course, with ten great actors of 

the company. The audience was grateful for this 

constellation and for the exciting contemplation about free 

Photo: Dániel Dömölky 
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will and determination: the play consists of 10 stories that are somehow related to one of the Ten 

Commandments, questioning its meaning and interpretation. The 10 stories, or moral dilemmas, are 

divided into 10 scenes. The main character of each story comes from the same neighborhood, a very 

Eastern European, poor reserve of a block of flats, which mutilates the lives of people growing up 

there, even if they were able to escape from poverty. You hear the sometimes heart-breaking stories 

of the good and the bad boy, and the one who is searching for love, the ill-fated prostitute, the burned 

out doctor, the religious, the nymphomaniac and the tragic-fated girl, the loser and the father who 

destroys everything around him. The 10 actors are on stage all the time, they listen and help to act 

out the actual stories.  
 

The play is similar to mystery plays and as we move forward scene by scene, form is becoming more 

and more important: we realize that the life of these 10 people are interwoven into each other’s 

stories – this might be a short encounter or a life changing relationship. It is inevitable that towards 

the end, this fabric needs more and more bizarre twists, including incest. It might be a disadvantage 

that catharsis is replaced by our amusement induced by this cleverly constructed form: the story 

where everything is related to everything. Watching the performance, I had a similar impression to 

the one I have when visiting baroque churches, when I cannot feel the human and God behind the 

ornaments.  
 

The play is at its best when we can see the very same scene from the points of view of different 

characters, for example when we get the same story told by the prostitute and then by the pimp. 

These scenes make us see with utmost cruelty what a lonely experience living is, how big the 

distance is between two people who breathe the very same air. It is also an effective and compelling 

idea that the characters sometimes talk into a camera: the enlarged images are shown on three huge 

screens hanging above them – they look like a triptych. Their faces often remain frozen on the screens 

staying with us a few sentences, twists, or stories later. The smeared makeup of the prostitute is such 

a memento, reminding us that every moment of our life will always be true and is part of the big 

whole.  
 

What is happening to you, independent theatre?  
 

The Symptoms Reality in the Basement / by The Symptoms  

Written by Kriztián Peer / Directed by Réka Szabó of The Symptoms at Trafó, Budapest 
 

The three founding members of the Symptoms have been working together for 15 years. To 

commemorate this anniversary, they created a performance about themselves and their situation in 

a broader context.  
 

The first works of The Symptoms had a real, reinvigorating effect on Hungarian theatre: watching 

their pieces made one think about the relation between reality and theatre and the special 

phenomena of our lives, from a totally new, namely capsized aspect. For example, what is routine 

and how are we shaped by it? What does random mean? How do we make choices? Or what does 

it feel like to give birth to a child? To be able to ask these questions, the company has been 

experimenting with a very special theatrical language, where movements and physicality (not per 

se dance), structure and rhythm based on repetition, takes the place of words.  
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Their new performance, The Symptoms is also about a special topic: themselves – and creates an 

atmosphere where the audience can feel as if they are at a party with friends. It starts with one of 

the founding members inviting us for a “guided tour,” showing us a timeline with events that were 

significant for the company and the independent theatre scene in Hungary. They also explain how 

these events relate to their own personal lives. Then they talk about their past successes and failures 

and how the situation of the independent theatre has changed in the last decade. We see videos, 

some scenes from their older works are reenacted, we listen to bon mots about some milestones in 

the company history. There is a very funny scene where their bureaucratic workload is ridiculed.  

 

 
 

It is almost like meeting them in a pub where, while hanging on a beer mug, they make a confession 

in retrospect whose conclusion is that they had arrived at a dead end. Is it because of the constant 

struggle for survival as artists? Is it because of getting old and burning out? All of these options are 

suggested in the performance.  
 

The honesty of this confession is really enchanting; again, we see artists on stage who show their 

human faces, their uncertainty and melancholic contemplation. The company really does not know 

what to do, how to go on and they share the pain and self-irony of this situation with us. The 

performance ends with asking the audience what to do next: should they get money from 

Photo: Iván Szedő 
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organizations that are strongly conservative and nationalistic and pro-Orbán and get away with it? 

Or should they try to disrupt the system with that money? Or should they survive with 

crowdfunding? We are invited on the stage to choose among these options and discuss them. We all 

need this conversation.   
 

 

Fight for the Soul of Science: Hungarian Academy of 
Science under Attack 
 

The Hungarian Academy of Sciences (Magyar Tudományos Akadémia, MTA), founded in 1825, is 

the beating heart of scientific and academic research in Hungary. While it brings together scientific 

research in a variety of disciplines such as literature, mathematics, agricultural sciences and 

physics, the work of the Academy was generally appreciated and rarely accompanied by scandals 

– at least so far. Since the end of 2018, the government has been trying to carry out a major 

restructuring attempt, which is aimed at increasing efficiency, according to official statements. 

However, scientists fear for the freedom of science, and the Academy’s financial independence. 

Some say this attempt to influence scientific research has been unprecedented since the Stalinist 

system of the 1950s. 
 

Why is this story so important? In addition to bringing together the scientific community, MTA 

operates an extensive network of research institutes, with 5,000 staff in 15 branches overseeing 

various fields of science and technology. Until now, the Academy determined the direction of 

research and financed its institutes independently of the government. However, the cabinet, 

through the Minister of Information and Technology, László Palkovics, has repeatedly expressed 

concerns that the Academy's research does not focus on areas that serve the economic and social 

goals of the government: “The Hungarian scientific community should agree on what areas it 

considers important, but in some way it should serve the interests of the community. The social, 

economic, and technical challenges facing the community need to find a common solution for 

science and innovation.” says Mr. Palkovics. According to the minister's original plans, the 

research institutes would be completely excluded from the Academy, with their funding overseen  

only by the government. The proposal was considered unacceptable by the Academy, fearing that 

this would result in a significant reduction of research funding, and in the final disruption of 

researches deemed “unnecessary” by the government.  
 

Over the past few months, Mr. Palkovics and the President of MTA, László Lovász, have had 

tough negotiations in which the government threatened to suspend funds and unilaterally amend 

the legislation. At the same time, the positions seem to have approached compromise: the two 

parties signed a MoU on March 8, stating that the Academy acknowledges the government’s 

intention to operate the research institutes “outside the Academy network”; nevertheless, the 

institute network will stay together, and “MTA and the government will be equally represented in 

the supervisory bodies to be set up.” Yet, shortly after this compromise, the government's 

negotiating delegation once again expressed a harder stance and the parties failed to agree on the 

composition of the supervisory bodies. In response, the Academy, at its assembly on May 6, 
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rejected the Ministry's plan by a clear majority: MTA will not hand over the research institute 

network, nor will they accept that the government should have practical control over Hungarian 

science. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Who might win this fight? Although the negotiations are still ongoing, it is not clear at this time 

whether the parties are ready for a new compromise; given the importance of the issue and the 

attention of the international community, every opportunity is conceivable.  

UPDATE: A few days after the EU-elections, the plans of the ministry leaked out. According to this 

information, the government is going to take away the network of research institutes from MTA, 

which, under statutory rule, will also have to pass over all its property (thus its real estates, 

infrastructure, tools and machinery) for free use, which is practically the nationalization of its 

property. These modifications might come into effect as early as 1 August.   

  

Photo: Zoltán Balogh 
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A Special Report from Andrea Tompa 
Control and Silence: The Abolition of a Tax Law 
 

As prime minister Viktor Orbán proudly emphasized in his speech last summer, theater is one of 

the most popular forms of art in Hungary. According to recent statistics, in a country of 10 million 

almost 8 million tickets have been sold1, while this number in 2010 was 4.4 million. There is a 

consensus that the 2009 introduction of a new tax form enhancing performing arts’ subsidy has 

had such an impact on theater sales. But the government announced in the fall of 2018 abolition of 

this tax law. Both how this process took place, how the whole performing arts’ scene reacted 

mirrors the current state of this art field.  
 

After long and controversial debates, this tax form was introduced in 2009. As an indirect state 

subsidy form, Hungarian Corporate Tax Law and the Performing Arts Law enabled businesses 

with a profit to offer part of their corporate tax as a donation to theatres and orchestras: up to 80% 

of their annual tickets sales could be matched with corporate tax donations. In 2011, The Fidesz 

government included in this tax law sports organizations, including football, a cult sport of the 

regime. 
 

The conflict in introducing this tax was that theaters’ main focus shifted to ticket sales and box 

office, causing them to present more and more commercial productions. The need to sell more 

tickets undermined innovation, experimental, progressive or risk-taking works. Originally this tax 

should have been an initiative to differentiate and support those theaters which are less able to 

survive on the market – ‘risk-takers’ like art theaters, independents etc. Such a distinction was 

never really made between theaters in Hungary since the social change. Artistic directors who 

have very different aesthetic and political standpoints were united under the slogan that this tax 

form comes from the devil and destroys the whole scene. Others saw a big opportunity for 

themselves, especially big venues – almost doubling their income. It also enabled private theater to 

emerge, as they could also get such tax donations. Finally, it gave some support for the ‘small 

ones’ as well – the independent organizations. Indeed these tax donations kept theater art popular 

in Hungary.  
 

Since there was no state oversight, performing arts organizations had to seek for themselves 

corporations who were willing to give their taxes. Small arts organizations, however, were not 

prepared to negotiate and did not have contacts with the economic operators, and ended up 

turning to agents as mediating organizations. This wasn’t an illegal action, although agents were 

later criminalized. In 2014 an investigative article2 was published, unveiling techniques and 

practices of large-scale corruption in this field: performing arts organizations presenting 1200 

performances per year;  touring productions falsifying records to receive large tax donations; 

concerts featuring celebrity actors and singers qualifying for tax donations; very high ticket prices 

                                                 
1 Central Statistics Data http://www.ksh.hu/docs/hun/xftp/idoszaki/mosz/mosz17.pdf 
2 https://magyarnarancs.hu/belpol/gazdagodj-okosan-92736  

http://www.ksh.hu/docs/hun/xftp/idoszaki/mosz/mosz17.pdf
http://www.ksh.hu/docs/hun/xftp/idoszaki/mosz/mosz17.pdf
https://magyarnarancs.hu/belpol/gazdagodj-okosan-92736
https://magyarnarancs.hu/belpol/gazdagodj-okosan-92736
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for amateur shows;  performances held in stadiums; unknown artistic organizations receiving 

millions in tax payouts.  
 

Politically influential leaders in the cultural field of the Orbán government were very vocal about 

the abolition of the tax law, arguing that it made room for financial corruption. But none of them – 

including the state secretary, and the advisory board of the ministry -- would ever initiate a 

financial investigation, although this could be a simple tax investigation. This whole system and its 

operators thus became criminalized, without any evidence and real consequences. It looked as if 

first came the judgement, and then the trial. Although the impact of this tax subsidy is visible – in 

the number of ticket sales and commercialization – the ministry never published any impact study. 

Since it was a system operating for 8 years, when abolition was announced last fall (but not yet 

carried out), leaders of state theaters articulated careful opinions, pointing out how abolition 

would harm and destroy the scene. But then the law was abolished, and theaters – except for 

independents – remain silent. This is reminiscent of the 70s and 80s, when the so-called “shut up! 

law” was active, and those who remained silent and didn’t confront directly with political power 

could survive, work, and lead theaters. With no negotiation of interest within the field of theater, 

the parliament quickly abolished the law.   
 

Before this event, the state secretary invited theater leaders to the National Theater in Budapest for 

a so-called negotiation, which was (according to a participant) rather a communication of the 

decision. No representatives of Budapest’s theaters were present – since the local government of 

the city (owner of the Budapest theaters) was not invited. State secretary Péter Fekete, one of the 

masterminds of the action, announced that government would create a fund where theaters could 

apply for further subsidy. It is called ‘Individual Claim for Additional Subsidy for Performing 

Arts’.3 
 

And of course, sports funding – especially football where billions of tax goes – remained 

untouched.  
 

Centralization and control is the major aim of the whole process: not to clear the system of 

corruption, but to control the institutions and money. Now it depends directly on the ministry to 

decide who will get funds, and how much. The private theaters are the next to last in the food 

chain, and behind them, the independent theaters. Private, often commercial, theaters can survive, 

but very few of the independents can take steps that will compensate for the situation. The biggest 

independent company, Béla Pintér, announced that he will significantly increase the ticket price. 

But he is one of the very few who can do that and be sure that his audience will follow him. The 

new situation hit the independent venues too: Stúdió K announced crowdfunding for their 

activities; others, like Átrium, announced that independent guest shows are cancelled. Private 

theaters, like the biggest Orlai Production, cancelled smaller, experimental shows. The 

independent performing arts’ organization is still trying to lobby for this important scene – with 

little or no success.  
 

                                                 
3 http://www.kormany.hu/download/b/b0/91000/K%C3%B6zlem%C3%A9ny_tao.pdf 

http://www.kormany.hu/download/b/b0/91000/K%C3%B6zlem%C3%A9ny_tao.pdf
http://www.kormany.hu/download/b/b0/91000/K%C3%B6zlem%C3%A9ny_tao.pdf
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Silence didn’t break after the ‘Individual claim’ was published, and the government allocated the 

amount of 37.5 billion HUF (approx. 117 million EUR). The application for funding asks theaters to 

declare having or planning shows that ‘analyze current social and public issues’, but also declares 

that productions ‘enhancing national identity’ are a funding priority. How such information will 

be used, how decisions will be taken, and by whom, and how organizations will be compensated, 

is still to be seen
 

 

Andrea Tompa, PhD, is a Hungarian theatre critic, researcher, and 

writer. She is the editor of theatre magazine SZINHAZ (Theatre). Her 

main field of interest is contemporary Hungarian, Russian and East 

European theater and drama. She is the former president of the 

Hungarian Theatre Critics’ Association, and also an academic at 

Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj, Romania. She is the author of two 

novels.  

 

 

 

FROM OUR SIDE: in the field with CITD 

 

BELA PINTER’S THE CHAMPION & THE PEABODY 

OPERA COMPANY  

The Béla Pintér Theater Company has carved out a unique 

place for itself in Hungarian Theater. For over two decades 

it has been one of the most successful of the independent 

companies, with Béla directing, writing, and performing, 

in a stunningly diverse repertoire. They've made two 

American tours, one to the Lincoln Center Festival in NYC 

with The Peasant Opera, and a three-city tour (NYC, 

Boston/Emerson, Hanover/Dartmouth) of Our Secrets. One 

of Béla's most controversial productions was a 2016 co-

production of The Champion with the famed Katona József 

Theater in Budapest.  

 

Philip saw the work early and started getting the word out about this ode to political hypocrisy 

and degradation, just the thing we need here in the US. He introduced the work to Sam Mungo, 

the new director of the Peabody Opera, and an early-2020 production is in its initial stages, 

translated into English. Bela was in Baltimore for casting in late August and will return in January 

to direct. It will be revived for a late Spring 2021 tour to Budapest and Vienna. 

 

 



16 

MARTIN BOROSS’ STEREO AKT & RATTLESTICK PLAYWRIGHTS THEATRE  

Martin Boross was in NYC in May, 

working with Rattlestick Playwrights 

Theater led by artistic director Daniella 

Topol, playwright Jonathan Payne and 

director Katie Pearl on a collaboration 

around Boross’ game theatre event, 

ADDRESSLESS, scheduled for 

2021.  The gang was joined by Máté 

Gáspár, cultural activist and Andrea 

Pass, director and playwright, for 

presentations in NY and at The 

Gathering at Georgetown’s Laboratory for Global Performance and Politics.  

 

ÁRPÁD SCHILLING AND THE IMAGINISTS COLLABORATION 
 

 Theatre creates movement, it makes you angry, it provokes 

and asks unpleasant questions, while promoting freedom.”      

Árpád Schilling 

 

With support from CITD, The Imaginists are 

commissioning acclaimed Hungarian theater director 

Árpád Schilling to create The Gun, a new work that will 

bring his outsider’s eye to the role that guns and gun 

violence play in American society. 

  

Building on a longstanding artistic collaboration 

between the Imaginists and Schilling, the new work will 

highlight a shared artistic sensibility that prizes risk - 

taking, experimentation, and theater as instigation and 

provocation. The Imaginists will continue their 

unwavering commitment to community engagement on The Gun, working with youth 

organizations and holding community conversations throughout the development and premiere of 

the play. The Gun will premiere at Z Space in San Francisco in 2020. 

 

The Gun will be produced in four distinct working periods, bringing the Hungarian and American 

artists together for four 3-week sessions over the next 10 months. The first working visit, which 

includes the Imaginists, Bay Area colleagues and the Hungarian team: Árpád Schilling/director, 

Ildikó Ságodi/dramaturgy & production manager, and Peter Fancsikai/film & documentation, will 

begin soon. 

Jonathan Payne, Katie Pearl, and Martin Boross 
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DUNAPART 5 BUDAPEST: 27-30 

NOVEMBER 

 
DunaPart 5 is scheduled for 27 - 30 
November in Budapest.  Our friends at 
TRAFÓ have announced the first 
group of performances offered.  I’m 
continually impressed by the choices 
made for this showcase of new work 
(in both theatre and dance) by the 
team of curators.  
 
More on the DunaPart website.  
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