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The scope of my research was the analysis of the political, theatrical and social 

discourse of the late Kádár era about the placement, construction and operation of the 

National Theater. 

I first studied the history of the building of the National Theater, its demolition and 

the failed attempts to construct a new one. I collected the available sources not only to 

reconstruct the history of the building but also to understand how this issue was 

present in the political and social discourse. In the nineteenth century, which was the 

period for the creation and strengthening of the national culture, the National Theater 

had special importance because it was meant to break the hegemony of German–

language theaters. But why was the cause of the National Theater so important in the 

second half of the twentieth century for the theatrical community, the entire society as 

well as the political decision makers? Despite the multiple political decisions about 

the construction of a new home for the National Theater, why it was postponed time 

to time and how these events appeared in the social discourse? 

By analyzing the sources of the political discourse about the placement of the 

National Theater, I could answer the question what the concept of the National 

Theater meant for the political decision makers, what sort of building they imagined 

for the “theater of the nation” and what other roles they intended for the building of 

the theater. The original scope of my research —focusing in the beginning solely on 

the sources available about the building itself— got soon extended to deal also with 

the history of the National Theater post 1956. The sources I found enabled me to 

reconstruct the evolution of the ideological and political expectations towards the 

National Theater. The sources also gave insight into the debate started in the 1970s 

about creating the profile of the National Theater and defining its characteristics. The 

personnel, managerial, artistic and functional crisis of the National Theater in these 

years was emblematic because public opinion regarded the National Theater as the 

first theater of the country, representing the general state of the theatrical arts and 

socialist culture. 

During my research it became apparent that, mainly due to immensity of the 

topic, the time period covered by the dissertation had to be shortened. Since the 

primary way of decision making in this era was by private discussions, the written 

source base of the research could significantly be extended by interviewing key 

persons of the period. Since the culmination of the debate about the concept of the 

National Theater was the founding of the Katona József theater in 1983 and the 
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preceding few years (1978–1982), and since I had the opportunity to interview the key 

persons (Imre Pozsgay, Péter Nagy, Gábor  Székely, Gábor Zsámbéki, Tamás Ascher) 

involved in these events, the time period of my dissertation was set to cover the 1970s 

and the 1980s. The start date is 1972, when Endre Marton was appointed to be the 

executive director of the theater. The end date is 1989, the competition of designs for 

a new theater building. There is only one exception: the history of the theater building 

and the construction work. In this respect, the start date is 1964, the demolition of the 

old building on Blaha Lujza tér as it was a symbolic event from the perspective of my 

research. 

Albeit this research was centered around the National Theater, it does not 

belong to and it does not use the methods of theater studies: the actual script of the 

plays is not analyzed, the different ways of staging the plays is not studied, and the 

different trends of the theatrical arts of the era are not considered. Rather, it is a 

research based on the analysis of the primary sources available in different archives 

and of supplemental sources obtained by using the methodology of oral history. The 

aim was to interpret the historical events happened in connection with the (national) 

theater, an elemental aspect of the culture in the Kádár-regime. The broad and diverse 

source set enabled certain objectivity and also the understanding of the subjective 

reactions. 

Research Problems 

The primary objective of this research was not simply to recreate the series of events 

connected to the National Theater, rather to analyze the variations and changes of the 

concept of the National Theater on different thematic layers. I was interested in 

finding out what sort of ideas and stereotypes were linked to the building and to the 

institution of the National Theater. 

A specific goal of my research was to present the discourse about the 

placement of the National Theater. Based on the relevant reports, proposals, 

resolutions and the documentation of the competitions for theater building designs, I 

described in detail the operation of the political decision making process in 

connection with the demolition of the old building on Blaha Lujza tér, the placement 

and plans for the contruction of a new one. I also investigated the political intentions 

behind the different locations appearing in the discourse. This analysis was partly 

based on already known primary sources, but to a large extent it was based on 
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unpublished primary sources available in different achives, on articles published in 

notable contemporary periodicals and daily papers, and the interviews I conducted 

with Imre Pozsgay and Péter Nagy. 

In the postwar period, the cultural life in Hungary, more particularly the role 

of the National Theater changed significantly. Starting from the nationalization of the 

theaters (1949), in exchange for subsidy, the centrally determined cultural policy 

rendered the theaters to serve political propaganda. The leaders responsible for the 

cultural policy had decisive influence on programming policy, staffing and all other 

elements crucial for the operation of theaters. The socialist censorship system created 

and maintained the list of plays (European and Hungarian classics, novel theater plays 

from Hungary, the Soviet Union and from other friendly countries of the Eastern 

block, “progressive” Western pieces) which were allowed/expected/recommended to 

be kept in the program. In this period, the special role of the National Theater and its 

presence in the power struggles of the political class was stemming from realizing that 

the theater can be utilized for promoting specific political purposes. I also investigated 

the level of direct control the authoritarian political system exerted on theaters. 

Beside heavily subsidizing the cultural products intended for the masses, the 

cultural policy of the Kádár system kept the production of cultural goods and the 

operation the permanent theaters under strict control. By means of political and 

administrative rules, the operation of permanent theater companies was fully 

controlled. Consequently, theaters were not operated by independent, self-organized 

companies but rather by administrative, controllable organizations. The stable system 

was meant to serve the goal of providing easy and democratic access to culture, 

making it possible to reach out to a wide audience. 

One of the important goals of my research was to find out as much as possible 

about the relationship between the National Theater and the society. In order to 

achieve this goal, I dealt with investigating, understanding and describing as precisely 

as possible a fairly elusive and hardly tangible entity, the audience of the National 

Theater. This analysis was based on statistics about the attendance of different 

performances, contemporary sociological assessments of attitude to visiting theaters, 

and sources about the ticket sales system. I investigated the highlight of the 

relationship between the National Theater and the society: the organized social 

movements promoting the cause of constructing a new permanent building for the 

National Theater. These investigations not only provided important insights about the 
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relationship between the National Theater and the society but also provided an 

excellent example of how an idea could be exploited to serve different political 

objectives. Another goal of the investigation was to describe the composition of the 

audience that is to determine the social status and class of the people who visited the 

National Theater. 

Sources 

An important speciality of this research was that it dealt with the recent past. Most of 

the key persons of the cultural life of the period were available to be interviewed. This 

fact made the research easier by providing a significant source of additional 

information on top of the written records of the past. It also presented difficulties 

because the different persons involved had obviously different interpretations of the 

past events. Therefore the goal of my dissertation could not be to reconstruct the 

complete history of the National Theater in the late Kádár–era as it actually happened, 

it could only be one of the various interpretations of the past. 

The main sources for this research are the relevant records I found in different 

public archives, the National Archives of Hungary, the Historical Archives of the 

Hungarian State Security, the Theater History Collection of the National Széchényi 

Library, and György Aczél’s manuscript legacy kept by the Department Of 

Manuscripts & Rare Books of the Library of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. 

My research in the National Archives of Hungary covered records of the 

National Theater; the General Directorate of Theaters of the Ministry of Educational 

Affairs (1957-1974) and undersecretary György Aczél; the Department of Theatrical 

Arts of the Ministry of Culture (1974-1980), undersecretary and later minister Imre 

Pozsgay, undersecretary Dezsı Tóth; minister Imre Pozsgay and undersecretary 

Dezsı Tóth of the Ministry of Education (1980-1989). I also studied general and 

classified records of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Department of Emigration 

Policy of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and deputy prime minister György Aczél. 

I collected sources from records of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party 

(HSWP), in particular records of the Central Commitee, the Polical Commitee, the 

Agitation and Propaganda Commitee, the Department of Sceince, Public Education 

and Culture, and records of Miklós Óvári, secretary for ideology. 

I studied records of the Hungarian State Security. For the vast majority of the 

culture related documents of the Hungarian State Security were destroyed without 
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register in 1989, I was able to find only a single set of useful documents relating to the 

National Theater. This set of documents helped to understand the way the political 

system utilized the idea of the National Theater (and the existing social support for 

constructing a new building) in order to serve its own political objectives. It also 

provided insights about the linkage between the different fundraising events organized 

to support the construction of the new building and intelligence service activities 

carried out in the Western emigrant communities. 

The following sources provided additional information for my research: 

sources available in Hilda Gobbi’s legacy in the Theater History Collection of the 

National Széchényi Library, records in the Archives of the National Theater, in 

particular production reports recorded by deputy stage managers and the collection of 

contemporary press extracts. 

In addition to the above listed archive documents and printed primary sources, 

the  interviews I recorded in 2007 and 2008 were also used as the source base of this 

research. 

Methodology 

In my research, I applied mainly the methodology of discourse analysis to investigate 

the variations and changes of the concept of the National Theater in the political, 

professional (theatrical) and social discourse. I applied this methodology to 

investigate the documents available about the roles, tasks and goals of the National 

Theater as well as to investigate the professional discourse, the discourse about the 

demolition of the old building, and the one in connection with the failed attempts to 

construct a new building. These investigations intended to answer the questions of 

why the political decision makers wanted to keep the idea of the National Theater 

alive, and what exactly this idea was. The social discourse is presented primarily by 

investigating the organized social movements promoting the cause of constructing a 

new permanent building for the National Theater. 

For the purpose of these investigations not just any written record is 

considered as “text” but also the actions of the persons involved in the various events.  

In case of these actions my primary interest was to reveal the motives leading to the 

actions. I analyzed the political and social context of the actions which the acting 

persons used to perform an (often quite accurate) assessment of the potential impact 

of their actions. This was demonstrated by analyzing a few specific cases when 
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persons involved in a series of events (which may actually be of marginal importance 

from the perspective of this dissertation) presented their ideas to a governing body or 

to a particular representative of an authority. In these cases, it was of vital importance 

to observe the communications channels, behavioural styles, ways of actions and 

motivations of the persons. It was easy to see how well the persons involved in the 

different discourses understood their status in the power hierarchy, the 

communications channels available, the most suitable format for presenting their 

ideas, and whom to support and whom not to support in these communications in 

order to get closer to achieving their own objectives. 

As part of my investigation, I also interpreted as “text” the actions of the 

authorities which enabled to understand the underlying motives behind a political 

decision and the way these decisions were presented to the society. Albeit the Kádár 

system was a milder form of dictatorship compared to the 1950s, it did not give up the 

intention to assert central control over culture, because the political leaders attributed 

great importance to culture in the life of both the state and the society. One evidence 

of the restricted and manipulated public sphere was that the persons active in the 

public discourse were not allowed to freely chose the topic of the discourse because 

the authorities predetermined the frames of the legitimate topics and opinions. While 

the authorities monopolized public sphere, every topic which was considered 

illegitimate in this monopolized public sphere of the civil society were relegated to the 

so called second public sphere. The control of the public sphere was executed by 

direct or indirect guidances and orders, instructions, directives, plans, resolutions, 

notes and also by the state institutions exercising censorship. By dividing the public 

sphere, this dictatorial system created its own opposition of the second public sphere. 

The so-called amateur or later alternative theatrical companies operating in the second 

public sphere posed a challenge also to the state funded professional theaters. 

Theaters operating in the public sphere relied on the method of doublespeak to 

circumvent central control and censorship. In these official theaters, the hardly 

controllable transition from the dramatic script to its staging, and novel, non-

normative  ways of playing presented opportunities to circumvent the central control. 

As a response to this, by the end of 1970s, the operation of the censorship changed by 

realising that it was not enough to control the dramatic script but the staging as well. I 

investigated the method of this doublespeak and the resulting discourse between 

public sphere and the authorities. 
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When analysing the interviews, I investigated not only the actual content and 

the corresponding reality but also the context of the interview in which the discourse 

took place; the self representation of the narrator and the course of the interaction 

constructed by the questions that is taking into account the situational aspect of the 

questioning. By using these interviews, my objective was not to prove or confute the 

story unfolding based on the written records, I was rather interested in the 

contemporary experiences and observations. I used the stories told by the narrators not 

as veritable sources of facts about what indeed happened, rather I analysed the 

interview as oral accounts of the past enabling an additional interpretive perspective. 

Research Results 

The most important source of the professional discourse about the profile of the 

National Theater was the text of comments and contributions recorded at the meetings 

of the theater company and the written proposals made by executive directors and 

directors of the theater. Apart from these I also analysed the discourse about the 

staging of a few plays which are considered important from the perspective of this 

investigation. The primary objective of this investigation was to describe and analyse 

the professional discourse, but I also had to take into the analysis a few texts 

originating from the political decision makers, as they enabled the analysis of how the 

political expectations influenced the professional discourse. 

I concluded that, in spite of the political intention of counterbalancing via the 

centralised programming policy, the National Theater had a preeminent role in the 

cultural life of the period. The politicians, the theater professionals and the spectators 

all had their own concept of the National Theater, and the theater itself was always 

drifting in the strongest direction at the given time.  In the period following the 

nationalization of the theaters, the special role of the National Theater was attributed 

to the political leaders recognizing that the theater was a suitable propaganda tool. 

This fact also explains why the National Theater was involved in the political leaders’ 

power struggles. Encountering foreign performances and the initiatives from amateur 

companies necessitated the official theaters to open up and to change, resulting in 

provincial theaters introducing a new theatrical language which focused primarily on 

staging and theatricality instead of the drama and the dramatic script. These events 

had a profound impact on the National Theater, the personnel and managerial crisis 

led to an artistic crisis, the staff was extremely divided along the different theatrical 
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concepts, the standard of the performances were declining steadily and the attendance 

was decreasing. The functional crisis was also connected to the discourse about the 

profile of the theater. By the nationalization of theaters, the National Theater lost all 

its privileges, so the leaders of the company had the additional task of devising the 

special and exclusive profile of the theater, but the leaders had irreconcilably different 

views. This dissension and the corresponding political struggle led to the foundation 

of the independent Katona József Theater in 1983. 

The texts I analyzed revealed that the (often emotionally loaded) debates in the 

1970s and 1980s did not result in creating a modern concept of the National Theater;  

although the theoretical detachedness of the National Theater remained intact, the 

creation of an exclusive profile for the National Theater did not succeed. The internal 

crisis in the National Theater during the 1970s had a political and power related 

aspect due to the conflict between György Aczél and Imre Pozsgay; one of the main 

scenes of their conflict being the disagreement about the National Theater. 

From 1964 onwards, many people and in many different ways tried to explain 

why and why exactly then it was decided to demolish the building of the National 

Theater on Blaha Lujza tér, home of the theater since 1908. Many official documents 

testify that the demolition was preceded by the reports of experts requested to assess 

the condition of the building and to estimate the cost required for potential renovation. 

Still, the public had a different view. Many people, among them actors, considered the 

demolition of the building as an attack against the National Theater as such. Many 

interpreted it as György Aczél’s personal revenge. Many people thought that the 

political decision makers had no interest in constructing a new building, their interest 

being only to demolish the old one. This latter understanding was backed by the fact 

that both the resolution about the demolition and its execution was made swiftly and 

that subsequently it was necessary to wait decades for the construction of a new 

building. It was most probably well understood by the representatives of the power 

that despite of being out-of-date and in bad structural condition, the building serving 

as the home of the National Theater meant a lot more than just a building for the 

actors playing there as well as for the spectators. The building was important for the 

society as a site of memory being the reminiscence of a “civic” Hungary. The building 

on Blaha Lujza tér was not appropriate to represent the reigning political system, 

rather it symbolized the “old Hungary” which the ruling politicians wanted to break 

with. This required a new, robust building erected at a new location. To achieve this, 
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the fact that the building on Blaha Lujza tér was indeed in bad condition came in 

handy. And what was the reason for finally not constructing a new building for the 

National Theater until 1989? Perhaps it was not definitely needed. The theater 

company had a playing venue, the interest of the society could easily be kept alive by 

the regularly organised competitions for new building designs, by the regular 

fundraising programs and social movements organized to support the cause of the new 

building. These events probably fitted even better for the purpose of keeping up the 

interest of the society than simply constructing a new building. 


