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The autonomy of art seems to have been a crucial problem under communist dictatorship. Particularly in the period of official socialist realism, which began and ended at different times in the different Eastern bloc countries, independent-thinking artists made the autonomy of art their key postulate. Such demands emerged all over Eastern Europe – from the GDR to the USSR, from Romania to Poland. At times, as in Poland after 1956, the regime not only tolerated it, but proved able to use it for its own benefit, while in other countries, like the GDR, the authorities became repressive, and permitted cultural autonomy only within strictly controlled social niches, or, as in the Soviet Union, suppressed such postulates brutally in an attempt – with varying results – to prevent its fulfillment altogether. The postulate of autonomy was of course political, even though by definition it meant the liberation of art from politics. It was a reaction to the official politicization of culture, or more precisely, to the use of art in communist propaganda. Autonomy was therefore understood as a condition of the liberty of art, of its right to concentrate on itself and on the intimate, existential problems of the artist – in contrast to his or her public role. Still, again from a historical point of view, the call for artistic autonomy must be approached

as a political campaign, since the art that referred to such an autonomy was endowed / To equip or supply with a talent or quality/by its context with political meaning.

Before I move on to an analysis of several case studies specific to the theme of art and politics, let me make a few remarks on the differentiations, conditioned by key moments in the historical evolution of the region, within the art map of Eastern Europe. The end of the Second World War in 1945 seems to be an obvious watershed in the history of this part of the continent: it was the beginning of Soviet domination, even though some countries, particularly Czechoslovakia, still maintained a more or less illusory form of parliamentary democracy. Differences could also be seen in the artistic culture: while 1945 marked the beginning of a hard-line policy against the independence of art and artists in the formerly independent Baltic States, the GDR, Romania, and Yugoslavia, in the late 1940s practically no such measures were attempted in Czechoslovakia and Poland. The communists were not yet fully in control in Czechoslovakia, and could not therefore proclaim a Stalinist cultural policy. And although the communists did, despite some appearance of pluralism, have total power in Poland, they did not want to press too hard, with the result that art, and ideological debate remained comparatively open. Three years later, however, the situation changed rather dramatically.

1948 marked the beginning of a hard-line Stalinist policy almost everywhere in Eastern and Central Europe. In Czechoslovakia, where the communists seized full official power via a coup d’état, the range of alternative options in artistic culture was radically reduced, but not completely eradicated. In Poland, which was already politically controlled by the communists, 1948 marked the year of full control over the arts as well: an exhibition of modern art, called The First, which summed up the diverse developments during the post-war years, opened in December 1948 and was closed in mid-January 1949, for socialist realism had been introduced as the only allowed formal convention. Severe limitations, aimed mainly against the so-called European School, were also imposed on art in Hungary. The only exception was Yugoslavia, which left the Soviet bloc and laid the political foundation for the liberalization of culture, whose first symptoms appeared only in 1951, with the rise of the EXAT 51 group. The consequences of that process were quite peculiar within the context of the history of Central and Eastern European art – 1951 was the beginning of post-war Yugoslav modernism, which was soon acknowledged as the official style, and as such, was already being criticized by the local neo-avant-garde

in 1959, when the Gorgona group was founded in Zagreb. The next significant date, 1956, brought a “thaw”/melt, defreezing, i.e. the beginning of the liberalization of culture in some countries of the region, particularly Poland and the Soviet Union, while in other countries (Bulgaria and Romania, for example) it did not change anything.

The Polish Thaw was different from the Soviet one, in particular regarding cultural policies. In Poland there was virtually an explosion of modern art, which, paradoxically, emerged in the same institutions that had formerly espoused socialist realism. The opening of another exhibition of modern art (called The Second) at the Warsaw Zachęta Gallery was attended by key political figures – party secretaries and government ministers – that saw almost nothing but abstract works of art. Similar attempts to revitalize modern art in Czechoslovakia began some time later (Confrontations, 1960 in Prague; 1961 in Bratislava), but were initially, both in Prague and in Bratislava, limited to private studios, and denied entry to the official exhibition halls. Moreover, every country participating in the Moscow Exhibition of the Art of Socialist Countries (1958-1959) displayed socialist realism – with the shocking exception of Poland, which showed modernist art, and evoked protests by Soviet comrades, and a great interest on the part of the public. In the USSR, unlike in Poland, the Thaw in art was a marginal phenomenon lasting only until 1962 and the famous exhibition at the Moscow Manege. Another turning point, to be discussed later in this paper, came in 1968-1970. In some countries it was the beginning of the so-called normalization – the end of the liberal cultural policy, and the beginning of oppression: this happened in Romania, but primarily in Czechoslovakia, where artists had to go underground after Soviet military intervention as a result of the Prague Spring. The same happened in Romania after Nicolae Ceausescu’s July theses (1971), which espoused a return to the values of socialist culture. In other countries, however, including in Poland, the years after 1970 brought the beginning of limited liberty in art: Poles were allowed to produce any kind of art, as long as it had nothing to do with politics – which had previously only been the case in Yugoslavia. The early 1980s were another era of diversified artistic culture. While Poland experienced martial law, Hungary went through a period of the rapid development of a so-called “goulash socialism” – a consumer version of the communist state, with economic openness to the West, and a significant liberalization of cultural policy. The year 1989 closed the history of the Eastern bloc, and opened a new era as diversified as the previous one. The post-communist condition took on a different form in each of the specific countries, which have not been developing in one and the same manner since 1989. On the contrary, the evolution, including vis-à-vis the culture of the post-communist countries, has been determined by their different national and ethnic traditions, social structure, and economy. For instance, as we will see at the end of this paper, postcommunist Poland, with a conservatism and strong Roman Catholicism that is supported by all social groups and political parties (including post-communists), hardly resembles the liberal Czech Republic. Russia is very different from the former GDR, just as Slovenia is very much unlike Serbia (even though both countries once belonged to Yugoslavia), while Lithuania differs from Belarus, though both were once Soviet republics.

Returning to the question of the autonomy of culture in the context of the considerable differentiation of the history of art in Eastern Europe, I would now like to compare specific cases, i.e. Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Hungary. In order to maintain some historical coherence, I will present my analysis in a uniform chronological framework situated in the 1970s, or more exactly, in the years following the Prague Spring and the invasion by the Warsaw Pact troops in 1968. 1968 was a very important moment in the history of both Eastern and Western Europe: it brought the “Polish March”, “Paris May”, and – of particular significance in the context of the present paper – “Czechoslovak August (20.08.1968)”, and an end to the local hope for political reforms. The latter was also the end of one of the most fascinating episodes in the culture of Bohemia and Slovakia – which, contrary to common opinion, was quite different in each of the two sections of that federal republic. The consequences of the invasion by Warsaw Pact troops could be felt in the country’s art two or three years later, when, after taking control of the political situation par excellence, the new regime began the “normalization” of culture. The Communist

Party undertook strict control of the public sphere, which became inaccessible to artists labeled as being experimental, and hence potentially dangerous which did not necessarily mean that they were open dissidents. Interestingly, even though similar developments were taking place in the Soviet Union (e.g., to the Collective Actions Group comprised of Nikita Alekseev, Nikolai Panitkov, Georgii Kizevalter, Andrei Monastyrsky, Elena Elagina, Igor Makarevich, Sergei Romashko), the pressured artists began to withdraw into the realm of safe nature to a degree unprecedented in Central Europe. Nature activities included trips to the countryside organized by a group called Križovnicka Škola – to the woods and fields, or simply to the bars (Pivo v umeni). There were a number of conceptual projects carried out in the natural environment: J. H. Kocman nailed small plaques to trees, claiming that the object was “reserved” for the purpose of aesthetic contemplation (Aesthetic Natural Reservation, 1971); Jiři Valoch wrote the word “love” on rocks (Stone, 1972); Karel Adamus photographed his own footprints in dried mud; Ladislav Novák painted various zoomorphic patterns on rocks and stones.

The expulsion of the alternative and independent artistic culture in Czechoslovakia from the public sphere did not result in a confrontation and critique of the power system, but rather in the search for autonomy beyond that sphere. It is hard to interpret nailing plaques to trees in political terms, even though, paradoxically, that autonomous and “innocent” activity – pushed out of the public sphere into neutral nature – inevitably acquired a political, or at least resisting, character. Of all the Eastern bloc countries, in the 1970s Czechoslovakia experienced the sharpest division of official and unofficial culture. Czech and Slovak artists also manifested the greatest efforts to defend the autonomy of culture by apparently insignificant gestures “outside the agora”: roaming in the woods, painting rocks in the middle of nowhere, etc. Again, even though these activities were seemingly distant from the public sphere, they inevitably acquired some political significance – but not in the sense of a direct criticism of the regime. Jindřich Chalupecký, undoubtedly one of the most prominent art critics in Central Europe, closely watched the Czech art circles, and compared the predicament of the local artists to limitations exerted by business on the liberty of artists in the West. Chalupecký compared the Eastern (mainly Czech) bureaucratization of art to its commercialization in the West.1 In his opinion, both were effective modes of manipulation – but alongside the negative aspects of the existing situation, the critic also noted a “silver lining” vis-à-vis the culture of bureaucracy. Its clear-cut divisions freed those artists who rejected the official sphere from any pressure. Immune to temptation, they could feel liberated, and could therefore work without compromise. Chalupecký believed that such an attitude stemmed from the traditionally “spiritual” character of art in Czechoslovakia: the artist follows his or her inner voice, and as there is no chance to show the results in official exhibition halls, is not constrained in terms of free imagination. Such art is neither hermetic, nor asocial. In a sense, it is the reverse: it favors communication and is “political”, but in a different way. 
The critic derives this concept from the Greek word politikon – to do with the politeia, community – which is closer to the civic than to the political par excellence.2 Chalupecký’s account is perhaps a bit idealistic – but can be understood as a remedy of sorts for the blues/sadness caused by “normalization”. Still, it is undoubtedly thanks to the art of the underground, or the “grey zone”, that the culture of Czechoslovakia was able to resist the bureaucratic oppression, and to defend sensibility and imagination not only against the “normalizers”, but also against the imposed conformity typical of societies under total control. To summon the testimony of Vaclav Havel, one might say that “the power of the powerless” was quite prominent particularly in art.3 Artists, along with other dissidents who since 1977 comprised Charter ‘77, showed where and how the power of the police and bureaucrats had its limits, and how effective the politics of the autonomy of art could actually be in the extended public sphere. The invasion by the Warsaw Pact troops into Czechoslovakia aroused the protest of intellectuals all over the world. Protesters in Poland included a number of writers and scholars, but I have not heard of protests by Polish artists or anyone else in the art world. In fact, the art circles in Poland were effectively paralyzed by the self-evident threat of losing their officially-granted right to autonomy. The privilege of autonomy for art in Poland was, as it were, granted by the authorities, who had abandoned the idea of controlling the works of art themselves. This did not, of course, come out of the blue, but became real as a consequence of decisions taken in the mid- 1950s to eliminate socialist realism from culture, and to give artists the right to work as they pleased. Polish artists in the 1970s enjoyed almost unlimited liberty – I say “almost”, because political criticism of any sort was completely out of the question. 
This was the key term of a tacit agreement between the artists and the Communist Party. 
The party officials seemed to be saying “you can do whatever you want, as long as you don’t get involved in politics”, and the artists respected that condition. They did not ask themselves questions about the degree of control and limitations, but felt quite comfortable in their cage of gold, and supported their activity with the modernist theory of uncommitted, autonomous works of art, which should, by their very nature, remain as such. Thus, in Poland, the modernist theory of art was very often a pillar of conformism. Even though in the West the popular art of the period (conceptual, happening, body art, media critique, etc.) stemmed from the rejection of modernism, and often entered the world of political and social criticism, in Poland it belonged, quite paradoxically – at least from the point of view of the history of Western art – to the modernist paradigm of the work and artistic process. Of course there were temptations to become politically committed, and there were exceptions as a result of political tensions that happened after 1976, when an overt (and to an extent tolerated, though still illegal) opposition came into being. Its symbols were the Committee for the Defence of Workers (KOR), the Movement for the Defence of Human and Civil Rights (ROPCIO), the Confederacy for an Independent Poland (KPN), and finally, the free trade unions (Solidarność). Some Polish artists took up the challenge, in more or less convincing ways. There were, for instance, Elżbieta and Emil Cieślar, and Zofia Kulik and Przemysław Kwiek, who were connected to the Repassage Gallery in Warsaw – but they were the exception. Speaking more generally, the concept of autonomy of art in Poland fostered conformity as an element of the pseudo-liberal cultural policy of the communist regime. Let me quote one very significant remark made by Stefan Morawski. In his analysis of cultural processes in Poland in the 1970s, he said: “In a collection of documents of this decade, such as Art-Texts, Jan Wojciechowski [an artist and art critic in Poland at that time – P.P.] stressed at the beginning of the 1970s that his generation feels a deep anxiety and a vivid temptation to protest against the status quo. It was, however, quite a strange rebellion, since it was recommended that cybernetics, and the theory of Wittgenstein be studied; also, the artist saw a concept of salvation in the theory of semiotics. It is no surprise – Morawski continues – that in texts by the same author one can gradually see some suggestions to accept reality. Finally, in 1978, in an article called The Repressive Stereotype of Novelty, Wojciechowski proposed in the most direct way a concept of prudent, careful   conformism, understood to be the most proper attitude towards the political reality. He said [Morawski quotes Wojciechowski – P.P.] that conformism is the appropriate reaction for naive concepts to destroy reality; one should self-realise here and now, in this country, in this context; one should respect the given rules, and at the same time refuse any Utopian wishful thinking”.4 As a reminder: two years later, in 1978, KOR was founded in Poland; one year later Charter ‘77 was signed in Czechoslovakia. In Hungary, though, the situation was quite different, since nothing was guaranteed there. The famous 3 x T (Turni, Tiltani, Tamogatni – Tolerate, Forbid, Support), chosen as a metaphor for Hungarian cultural policy, resulted in a deep sense of uncertainty – as a result, artists were not tempted to play games with the communist establishment. They simply had nothing to lose, and therefore their reaction to the oppression in Czechoslovakia after 1968 was the most immediate. Moreover, since the late 1960s, the Hungarian neo-avant-garde appeared to be the most radically politicised of all such circles in

Eastern Europe, with at least several Hungarian artists openly criticising the communist system. The most significant Hungarian reactions to the suppression of the Prague Spring include Tamás Szentjóby’s Portable Trench for Three Persons, and Czechoslovak Radio (a simple brick), and László Lakner’s Wounded Knife (1968) – a sheet of paper with two handwritten inscriptions: “Sept. 1968” at the bottom and “wounded knife” in the middle.

This was only the tip of the iceberg, since there were many other Hungarian artists who also protested in one way or another. Political overtones could be found in the art of Gyula Konkoly, Gyula Pauer, Gábor Attalei, Sándor Pinczehelyi, and Endre Tót. The latter combined a photo of himself with a portrait of Lenin, and the comment, “you are the one who made me glad”; he also photographed himself reading the Moscow newspaper, Pravda, the symbol of communist propaganda, with a hole through which one could see his smiling face, and the sentence, “I am glad if I can read the newspaper”. One might say that, in contrast to the politics of autonomy which in the Eastern bloc countries afforded some relief to the pressure of propaganda (the case in Czechoslovakia, but also in the GDR, which is not mentioned here), and even the illusion of liberty (particularly in Poland), the Hungarians applied a strategy moving towards the autonomy of politics – a concept more characteristic of contemporary art than of the communist era. Of course it would be risky to call it a real autonomy of politics – it was, instead, a step in that direction. Szentjóby once told me that he wanted to write poetry, but that the police and other communist authorities not only controlled but also censored even neutral art and poetry, and that he did not want to sit quietly in such a situation – he felt that he should do something about it. I gather that this was the more common experience in Hungary. Artists wanted to produce autonomous art as well, but they reacted critically to the state control over culture, which was unusual within a Central and Eastern European historical context. Perhaps this was more of a moral than a political reaction, even if it did have quite political meanings. The process of going from the politics of autonomy to the autonomy of politics seemed to be completed after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union. The contemporary artist had a clearer choice: he or she can, but does not have to be, politically committed; can concentrate on the autonomous message of his or her art, but does not have to consider that decision in political terms. After the fall of communism, the pressure on artists to support the power system undoubtedly disappeared – but this does not mean that the constraints limiting their artistic freedom did as well. The pressure to become engaged in the propaganda effort was sometimes replaced by a ban on becoming engaged against the present-day regime. This applies to religion in Poland and Russia, where the authorities have been reacting strongly to the use of religious symbols in art in a critical, or even ironic way. A telling Polish example is the case of Dorota Nieznalska, who was sentenced by the court in Gdańsk to six months restricted liberty (i.e. obligatory public work), for exhibiting a photograph of male genitals on the cross (The Passion exhibition, 2001) – a work that was interpreted by the extreme right as “an abuse of religious sentiments”. In Russia, Yuri Samodurov and Lyudmila Vasilovskaya, who organised an exhibition called Caution! Religion, shown briefly at the Andrei Sakharov Centre for Human Rights in Moscow in January 2003, were fined 100,000 rubles each by the Russian court for blasphemy (mainly as a result of Alexander Kosolapov’s work, Coca-Cola. This is my blood); Anna Mikhailchuk, a Russian artist, was also charged, but finally acquitted. Such tactics do not, in practice (at least in Poland), intimidate artists – on the contrary, they encourage political commitment, and criticism of the authorities regarding the autonomisation of politics in art. Although the Polish tradition was, paradoxically, rather weak in this respect (with the make-believe liberalisation of the 1970s favoring conformity rather than rebellion), in the present situation – perhaps because of the official oppressive strategy (openly endorsed by the right-wing establishment) to introduce some level of censorship – artists have been reacting in an equally open critical manner. Let me stress this paradox. While in Poland there is a distinct shift towards the autonomy of politics in art (accompanied of course by shifts in another direction as well), the reverse is happening in Hungary, which has a strong and quite unique tradition in this respect. 
I am not saying that Hungary is an exception. Quite the contrary – the map of postcommunist Europe shows Poland to be exceptional. In most post-communist countries one can notice a distinct tendency to react against the long-lasting pressure of engagement, but other than in Belarus, and to some degree in Russia, artists are not confronted by the threat of an official introduction of censorship – which unfortunately is the case in Poland. Perhaps it is a kind of rule, that countries that suffered strong cultural censorship under a previous regime, including the Baltic countries within the former Soviet Union, still maintain a level of hesitation against becoming involved in politics. There is, however, definitely also another rule: that the temptation to be involved in politics is weaker in those freer countries where the authorities do not have direct control over art, than it is in those countries that are relatively less free – as in present-day Poland, where the politicians are strongly involved in many forms of censorship (including particularly, but not only, religious). It does not of course mean that in those post-communist countries like the Czech Republic, Hungary, or even Lithuania there is no art involved in politics. Not at all. One can find political art everywhere. What it does mean is that in many post-communist countries, including the above mentioned ones, the political mood for such art either does not exist, or is relatively weak. In Poland, however, it is just the opposite. The extremely tense political situation, where democracy and free speech are in danger, and where one can see the rebirth of a sort of authoritarian system – not communist, but anti-communist, right-wing fundamentalist, nationalist and xenophobic – creates a particular challenge for the nation’s artists.

One can see a politicisation of culture in Poland in three areas. One is the emergence of activist art, direct involvement in politics, political satire and street art, which became particularly popular when the twin brothers seized power. Examples include posters, graffiti, internet graphics, etc., produced by, among others, the Radical Creative Action Group (Radykalna Akcja Twórcza). The second is a sort of appropriation of religious iconography into the political sphere. There are many examples of this (including the case of Dorota Nieznalska), and I have written about them extensively elsewhere.5 The third is critical art, which analyses the commonly understood power system and its oppressive social and political praxis concerning body and sexuality

(particular the gay and lesbian issue), consumer culture, and last but not least the general and universal power structure – as, for example, in the works of Zofia Kulik. This, however, is material for another paper.
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