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My	2001	exhibition	“Ausgeträumt...”	 tried	 to	address	 the	princi-
ple	atmosphere	in	the	aftermath	of	the	upheveal	of	1989,	at	the	
end	of	 the	1990s—one	of	disillusionment,	almost	 resignation—
through	which	 the	social	and	political	 realities	of	Europe	were	
perceived.	This	 understanding	 was	 variously	 motivated;	 one’s	
specific	perspective	depended	on	different	ways	of	living.	On	the	
one	hand,	reality	seemed	to	appear	 far	 too	complex	 to	 function	
under	 incomprehensible	principles,	while	on	 the	other	hand,	 it	
was	 too	 disappointing	 and	 discouraging	 that	 all	 past	 utopian	
struggles	had	been	defeated	and	levelled	by	capitalistic	mecha-
nisms,	as	though	there	could	be	no	more	willingness	to	visualize	
a	better	society.	In	the	aftermath	of	the	collapse	of	communism,	
any	 formulation	or	 imagining	of	political	and	social	alternatives	
runned	 the	 risk	of	 appearing	unacceptably	 naive.	At	 the	 same	
time,	 the	slogan	“the	end	of	history”	 ran	 its	predictable	course	
right	 into	the	minds	of	those	who	previously	advocated	for	radi-
cal	 imagination	and	 the	possibility	of	social	betterment	 through	
steady	rationalizing	and	learning	from	experience.	What	seemed	
to	be	at	stake	was	the	total	 loss	of	 imaginative	power	to	visual-
ize	a	better	 future.	 If	 there	were	any	 visions	on	public	display,	
they	were	 retrospective	and	conservative,	 idealizing	categories	
like	 family	and	religion,	and	patriarchal	values.	The	“new”	as	an	
aesthetic	category	seemed	to	have	lost	its	fascination	and,	above	
all	else,	its	credit-worthiness.	Everything	apparently	new,	in	fact,	
turned	out	 to	be	a	kind	of	 return	of	something	 that	might	have	
been	new	a	long	time	ago,	but	was	no	longer.	

Artistic,	curatorial,	and	institutional	praxis	was	also	confronted	
with	this	development.	It,	too,	faced	a	strengthened	and	acceler-
ated	economization	and	mediatization	at	 the	end	of	 the	1990s.	
The	 question	 that	 the	 exhibition	“Ausgeträumt...”	 tried	 to	 raise	
was	not	whether	new	utopias	could	be	realized	but	how	art	could	
sustain	 its	position	within	 the	new	social	 reality,	where	 it	 is	no	
longer	taken	for	granted	that	art	by	itself	represents	a	strong	and	
autonomous	value,	as	it	became	part	of	social,	political,	and	eco-
nomic	power,	and	as	such	seems	to	be	more	and	more	defined	
by	 the	economic	systems	 that	predetermine	 the	distribution	as	
well	as	 the	understanding	of	art	works.	What	does	 it	mean	 for	
art	when	it	becomes	part	of	a	dominant	world	order—especially	
one	 in	 a	 very	 radical	 crisis?	 Does	 it	 have	 wider	 cultural	 rele-
vance?	What	 is	 the	specificity	of	art	and	why	should	we	go	on	
working	on	the	field	of	art?	The	frequency	and	casualness	of	in-
ternational	large	exhibitions	makes	them	interchangeable	events;	
this	commonness	both	serves	the	needs	of	capitalist	economies	
and	at	 the	same	time	camouflages	exhibitions’	 increasing	insig-
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nificance	as	a	 tool	 for	 reflection	and	representation.	But	 (to	put	
it	colloquially):	can	you	fight	fire	with	fire?	 Is	 there	any	sense	 in	
producing	another	exhibition	when	the	intention	is	to	criticize	the	
exhibition’s	 loss	 of	 significance	 caused	 by	 its	 ever	 increasing	
appearance?	

More	provocative	 is	 the	question	about	the	potential	of	art	 to	
create	meaning	 for	 society.	 Is	 it	 even	possible	 to	 translate	 the	
Theodicy	question	from	the	religious	context	into	the	world	of	art,	
to	question	whether	art	can	even	have	any	relevance	–	given	that	
all	 the	criticized	social	and	political	developments	 took	place	 in	
the	past,	and	moreover	continue	 to	 take	place	now,	even	 in	so-
cieties	that	have	traditionally	esteemed	art	above	everything	else.		
For	art	to	be	of	any	influence,	what	possible	qualities	inherent	to	
it	should	be	focussed	on?	Do	artists	have	to	leave	the	field	of	art	
to	create	 influence?	These	are	very	basic	questions,	of	course,	
but	2001	seemed	to	be	the	right	time	to	raise	them	again.
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Claire	Bishop:	I	would	like	to	ask	Kathrin	Rhomberg	if	it’s	possi-
ble	to	date	the	disillusionment	that	you	mention.	Are	you	pos-
iting	it	as	a	consistent	current	in	European	art,	given	that	your	
exhibition	included	the	‘68	generation	and	the	‘89	generation	
of	artists?	

Kathrin	Rhomberg:	It	cannot	be	dated	exactly,	pinned	to	one	year.	
It	was	connected	with	the	developments	of	the	1990s,	which	
ended	 in	 a	 kind	 of	 standstill.	 After	 1989	 there	 were	 a	 few	
years	of	euphoria	and	confidence,	which	did	open	new	per-
spectives.	On	the	contrary,	 the	end	of	 the	West-East	conflict	
was	followed	by	an	extension	of	what	had	already	shaped	the	
West,	 the	 globalization	 of	 production	 and	 markets,	 finances	
and	corporations,	communication	systems	and	culture	 indus-
tries.	Such	a	prosperity	through	global	capitalism	and	democ-
racy,	 which	 made	 many	 people	 believe	 in	 a	 better	 future,	
turned	out	to	be	an	illusion.	Political	and	social	reality	demon-
strated	that	nationalism	and	fundamentalism	has	emerged	 in	
response	to	global	capitalism	and	neoliberalism.	Global	migra-
tions	have	not	 led	 to	an	expansion	of	democratic	 ideas,	but	
rather	to	racism	and	xenophobia	as	legitimate	aspects	of	pub-
lic	debate.	The	artistic,	curatorial,	and	 institutional	praxis	has	
also	been	confronted	with	these	developments.	When,	together	
with	 Maria	 Hlavajova,	 I	 did	 the	 research	 for	 Manifesta	 3	
(Ljubljana,	 2000),	 it	 became	 clear	 to	 us	 that	 there	 was	 a	
strong	sense	of	resignation	and	disillusionment	within	the	art	
world	both	 in	Former	West	and	also	 in	 the	Former	East.	Not	
only	artists,	but	also	theoreticians	and	curators	were	express-
ing	 it	very	strongly.	 It	was	already	 in	 the	air.	The	collapse	of	
the	 wall,	 of	 the	 socialist	 system,	 changed	 the	 situation	 not	
only	 in	 the	East	 (that	mechanically	became	a	“Former	East”),	
but	also	in	the	West.

Borut	Vogelnik:	To	be	disillusioned,	you	need	to	have,	in	the	first	
place,	some	expectations.	Personally,	I	can	imagine	what	were	
the	expectations	of	the	people	freed	from	totalitarian	regimes	
in	the	East.	But	I	am	curious	to	know	what	were	the	expecta-
tions	 in	 the	 West?	 Can	 you	 compare	 them	 in	 light	 of	 this	
disillusionment?	

Kathrin	 Rhomberg:	 I	 think	 there	 were	 no	 expectations	 in	 the	
West.	The	fall	of	the	wall	was	generally	perceived	as	a	victory	
for	 the	West.	The	 reunification	of	Germany,	 for	example,	did	
not	 lead	 to	 the	 question	 of	 how	 to	 continue	 existence	 in	 a	
post-communist	era	and	society.	The	West	simply	carried	on	
as	 if	nothing	 terribly	substantial	had	happened.	 If	 there	was	
any	kind	of	expectation	 in	 the	West,	 I	 think	 it	may	have	been	
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a	hope	 that	 the	experiences	of	 the	East	could	be	connected	
with	 the	 experiences	 of	 the	 West,	 and	 that	 political	 change	
could	come	out	of	the	understanding	this	would	entail.

Magda	 Raczyńska:	There	 is	 an	 important	 political	 perspective	
worth	mentioning	here.	One	can	say	 that	 the	 interest	of	 the	
West	 in	 the	 political	 transformations	 in	 Central	 and	 Eastern	
Europe	was	a	 consequence	of	 the	West	being	disillusioned	
with	 its	 own	 democratic	 development.	The	 East	 represents	
both	 the	 potential	 of	 a	 new	 democracy	 and	 a	 lost	 treasure.	
There	are	two	ways	in	which	this	disillusionment	is	visible:	the	
unfulfilled	hope	of	the	West	to	compensate	for	its	own	demo-
cratic	deficits	by	the	political	(and	economic)	developments	in	
our	 region,	 and	 the	 recent	disillusionment	with	 the	populist	
developments	there.

Kathrin	Rhomberg:	You	might	be	right	that	one	reason	for	disil-
lusionment	in	the	West	can	be	seen	in	the	inability	of	democ-
racy	 to	deal	with	 the	new	social	and	economical	 reality	 that	
emerged	after	1989.	The	democratic	system	revealed	its	lim-
itations	 and	 ended	 up	 in	 a	 kind	 of	 structural	 and	 mental	
standstill.	The	same	 thing	happened	within	 the	Western	art	
system.	From	the	curator’s	point	of	view	there	was	a	 feeling	
of	disillusionment	about	how	 the	curatorial	practices	devel-
oped	 in	 the	’90s.	 It	 became	 urgent	 for	 me	 to	 redefine	 my	
engagement	with	art.	The	exhibition	“Ausgeträumt...”	therefore	
tried	not	to	deal	only	with	the	paradigm	of	disillusionment.	It	
attempted	also	 to	emphasize	new	productive	conditions	 that	
might	be	seen	as	a	result	of	experiences	with	disillusionment.	
This	 includes	questioning	critism,	resistance,	art,	and	culture	
in	light	of	the	economic	and	political	structures	in	which	they	
are	embedded.	

Piotr	 Piotrowski:	 In	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 ’90s	 some	 curatorial	
practices	and	art	criticism	in	the	West	were	able	to	find	some	
expectations	 in	 the	East:	examples	of	non-conformist	art,	of	
art	not	involved	in	any	commercial	situations,	that	was	subver-
sive	 in	a	very	 totalitarian	system.	So	 there	were	some	expec-
tations	 from	 the	 West.	 What	 happened	 next,	 whether	 those	
expectations	have	been	fulfilled,	is	a	different	question.	
As	for	the	“Former	West”—I	have	a	problem	with	this	idea.	The	
idea	of	the	former	East	 is	much	more	clear;	 the	Former	West	
is	much	more	complicated.	Of	course,	“Former	West”	is	a	very	
nice	and	attractive	 rhetorical	expression.	Charles	Esche	 is	of	
course	 right	 to	 see	 1989	 as	 a	 crucial	 date	 not	 only	 for	 the	
East,	but	for	the	entire	world.	Something	definitely	changed	at	
that	 time.	The	 post-communist	 condition	 means	 something	
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more	 than	only	 the	collapse	of	 the	communism.	We	have	 to	
find	a	different	vocabulary	to	define	the	“Former	West”.	I’m	ab-
solutely	 sure	 that	 1989	 is	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 end	 of	 the	
domination	of	the	West,	but	still	we	have	to	remember	that	in	
terms	of	the	economy	the	Western	structures	are	still	flourish-
ing	and	collecting	money	from	the	rest	of	the	world.	
Secondly,	and	more	importantly,	the	terms	of	the	language	of	
interpretation	and	institutional	discourse	are	still	Western.	We	
don’t	have	another	language.	If	we	want	to	analyze	the	world,	
we	still	must	rely	on	the	Western	tradition	of	academic	or	 in-
tellectual	 discourse.	To	 realize	 this	 is	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	
questioning	and	critique	and	even,	perhaps,	of	the	real	end	to	
the	Western	domination	of	the	world.	But	the	question	is,	what	
remains?	 Is	 this	 the	end	of	 the	universalism,	which	was	 the	
Western	ideology?	
If	post-colonial	 ideology	or	a	post-colonial	perspective	 is	 the	
new	paradigm	for	describing	the	world,	how	can	we	name	the	
target	of	post-colonial	studies?	Since	it	looks	as	if	its	target	is	
the	West,	maybe	we	can	find	a	softer	concept	for	the	word	of	
the	“former,”	something	deeper.	Maybe	there	is	a	contradiction	
in	the	West	that	can	serve	as	the	beginning	for	a	new	discur-
sive	paradigm.	For	instance	the	contradiction	between	America	
and	Europe	and	also	the	European	nations…	maybe	we	need	
to	find	something	not	national,	or	even	international,	but	trans-
international.	But	 I	don’t	know	how	we	can	replace	 the	 term	
“former.”	 This	 is	 the	 open	 question,	 and	 I	 think	 it	 is	 very	
productive.
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Cestopisy	or “travel book” (first published in Prague in 1990), is 
a gossipy diary written by the Czech artist Milan Knížák during 
his stay in the USA (1968-1970). The text is a rollercoaster of 
entertaining opinions on his artist contemporaries, accounts 
of LSD trips on the West Coast, and erotic fantasies; amongst 
these are sprinkled views of the New York art world through the 
eyes of someone whose had hitherto experienced art under quite 
different ideological conditions. A notable theme throughout the 
text is the role of the artist in a city where there is a surfeit of 
artistic production; another is his constant shortage of money 
and a continual reassessment of how art negotiates the bound-
ary with life in the ‘freedom’ of North America as compared to 
socialist Czechoslovakia. Throughout the 1960s, Knížák’s main link 
to the international art world was Fluxus and Happenings; on 
arrival in New York he was dismayed to find that these tendencies 
had already become academic. One corollary of this is that he 
increasingly prioritizes first-hand sensation over cultural analysis, 
and at one point even infers that the trip has depoliticized him or, 
at least, diminished his “commitment.”

Claire Bishop
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New	York.	Two	familiar	postcards	and	the	rest	an	enormous	num-
ber	 of	 slummy	 buildings.	 Here	 you	 don’t	 have	 to	 hold	 paper	
events.	The	 streets,	 especially	 on	 Sundays	 (they	 don’t	 sweep	
them	that	day	at	all)	are	strewn	with	 layers	of	paper	as	 though	
they	had	been	covered	with	a	fall	of	monstrous,	dirty	snowflakes.	
So	much	for	perfect	packaging	techniques.	 I’ve	never	 in	my	 life	
seen	 paper	 wasted	 as	 much	 as	 it	 is	 here.	 Even	 tin	 cans	 are	
wrapped	in	paper.

I’m	living	in	Manhattan,	near	the	tallest	building	in	the	world,	 in	
a	 flat	belonging	 to	 an	 avant-garde	photographer,	Peter	Moore.	
Those	who	have	seen	the	Fluxus	films	(I	showed	them	a	couple	
of	 times	 in	 Bohemia)	 will	 certainly	 recall	 the	 extremely	 slow-
motion	shots	of	smoking,	winking,	smiling,	and	so	on.	That	was	
his	work.		 (I	remember	at	the	time	that	someone	envied	him	his	
camera	–	so	for	the	record:	it	wasn’t	his	and	it	cost	him	50	dol-
lars	an	hour	to	rent.)

[…]

And	the	Electric	Circus	on	St	Mark’s	Place?

The	most	beautiful	of	all	 is	the	entrance	stairway.	Covered	with	
wild	and	mysterious	pictures	 in	glowing	colours	 that	 transform	
everything	around	 them.	Even	yourself.	Like	a	 thousand	sculp-
tures	 by	 Pešanek.	 And	 inside	 the	 long-haired	 guys	 play	 rock	
music.	Sometimes	it’s	good,	sometimes	it’s	bad,	but	the	environ-
ment	is	fantastic.	Several	films	projected	one	on	top	of	the	other	
on	the	walls,	eye-chafing	strobe	lights	that	separate	movements	
into	phases	 like	flickering	old	films.	When	 I	saw	 it	 I	 thought	of	
the	Primitives	group	(a	rock	group	in	Prague	that	is	into	psyche-
delic	music);	 their	manager,	Evzen	Fiala,	gets	a	big	charge	out	
of	stuff	 like	this.	Everywhere	you	can	smell	marijuana	and	peo-
ple	dance	any	way	they	feel	like	or	don’t	feel	like,	or	they	sit,	or	
they	lie,	or…

One	of	the	most	terrific	things	about	Newyawk	is	that	it’s	full	of	
fantastic	and	beautiful	absurdities.	I’d	like	to	be	a	millionaire	and	
build	a	huge	house,	something	 like	a	hangar	 for	a	giant	space	
ship,	and	I’d	fill	it	from	top	to	bottom	with	all	kinds	of	these	fas-
cinating	 little	 trivialities.	 And	 the	 clothes!	 (I’ve	 already	 bought	
boots	 with	 little	 bells	 on	 them	 and	 a	 stetson.	 And	 a	 golden	
poncho.)
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At	 the	fountain	there	was	also	a	happening	going	on,	organized	
by	 a	 Japanese	 group	 led	 by	 Kosei	 Kasaki.	They	 were	 making	
some	kind	of	film.	A	happening	in	which	both	the	actions	of	the	
performers	and	 the	 reactions	of	 the	participants	were	filmed.	 I	
couldn’t	stick	 it	out	 til	 the	end.	There	were	too	many	 interesting	
things	going	on	around.	 It	was	only	an	attraction	 to	amuse	 the	
passers-by.	And	 it	wasn’t	even	all	 that	attractive.	And	not	even	
very	original.	 I	 think	 there	are	only	 two	ways	of	doing	an	action	
on	the	street.	Either	present	 it	as	a	kind	of	 fascinating,	compel-
ling	 ceremony,	 a	 ritual	 (which	 today,	 however,	 is	 very	 difficult,	
especially	 in	America).	Or	simply	 release	some	 impulse	 into	 the	
flow	of	everyday	 life	and	 let	 it	be	and	affect	 its	surroundings	 in	
all	the	modifications	that	develop	out	of	it.	Do	not	try	to	make	it	
exceptional	beforehand.	But	watch	out!	You	have	to	carefully	esti-
mate	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 impulse	 in	 advance	 (if	 you	 can,	 of	
course).	

I	 felt	pretty	 low	after	all	 this.	The	 thing	 is,	 just	before	 that	 I	had	
been	to	the	opening	of	a	show	by	Bob	Whitman:	Pond.	An	envi-
ronment.	 (Here,	 I	mean	 in	America,	 I	 first	heard	how	 the	word	
was	properly	pronounced	–	 invirmint	–	naturally	with	 that	hard	
American	“R”	coming	from	somewhere	in	the	back	of	the	throat).	
It	was	 an	audio-visual	milieu	 created	with	 the	help	of	mirrors,	
projectors,	and	a	sound	system.	Very	old	hat.	The	only	thing	about	
it	was	that	it	was	big	and	probably	expensive.	It	was	in	the	Jewish	
Museum.

I	descended	on	America	just	when	the	presidential	election	cam-
paign	was	getting	into	high	gear,	and	so	I	witnessed	the	magnif-
icent	spontaneous	street	happenings	that	the	campaign	brought	
with	it	(with	the	cooperation	of	several	thousand	policemen	with	
helmets	 and	 enormous	 truncheons);	 I	 went	 through	 a	 lot	 of	
department	stores	and	 just	 riding	up	and	down	 the	escalators	
was	a	tremendous	happening.		So	all	these	artistic	programmes	
tasted	like	distilled	water	to	me.	

I	was	also	at	the	New	School	for	an	evening	put	together	by	Ron	
Gross	from	the	work	of	Dick	Higgins,	Jackson	Mac	Low,	and	Larry	
Friedfeld.	Dick	is	already	a	classic	at	30.	At	times	I	found	it	a	lit-
tle	embarrassing.	It’s	a	fact	that	in	general	now	there’s	a	kind	of	
ebb	tide,	a	sort	of	slowing	down.	I	think	it’s	very	useful.	It’s	also	
necessary	to	recapitulate.	Not	only	to	discover.	But	why	for	God’s	
sake	does	the	avant-garde	become	academic	so	quickly,	so	rap-
idly?		In	the	Museum	of	Modern	Art	I	saw	a	fantastic	Pollock	and	
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a	Mathies	 (they	only	had	one	of	his	exhibited	there	but	 it	was	a	
magnificent	one)	and	it	seemed	to	me	less	academic	than	when	
Dick	Higgins,	on	a	darkened	stage,	shouts	beautifully	and	sav-
agely	(he	did	it	well,	his	shouting	is	terrific,	and	George	says	that	
Dick	 is	 a	 good	 performer	 –	 George	 being	 Maciunas,	 I	 should	
explain)	and	then	the	lights	came	up	and	people	clapped!	And	I	
don’t	even	think	he	forgot	to	bow:	performer	Dick.

I	met	a	lot	of	people	who	have	names.		Allan	Kaprow,	Ayo,	John	
Cage,	Jackson	Mac	Low,	La	Monte	Young,	Oldenburg,	Rosenquist,	
and	many,	many	others.	And	even	more	of	those	people	without	
names,	who	just	move	through	the	streets	and	drink	whiskey	and	
beer	in	the	bars.	

Allan	Kaprow	 towers	 like	 the	Empire	State	Building	above	all	
these	people.		(Later	note:	in	fact	only	half	an	Empire…)		

And	I	mustn’t	forget	Peter	Moore,	whom	I’ve	already	mentioned.	
He’s	the	kindest	person	in	America.	Certainly	the	kindest	among	
those	people	who	have	created	 that	 thin	 skin	 around	America	
that	 is	called	art.	A	micro-layer.	Because	 in	America	 the	makers	
and	the	consumers	of	art	are	practically	the	same	people.		Artists	
create	for	other	artists.	Because	other	artists	and	their	friends	are	
the	only	ones	who	are	willing	to	look	at	or	take	part	in	what	other	
people	create.		Absolutely	no-one	else	is	interested.	At	least	not	
in	 the	art	we	know	a	 lot	about	 in	Czechoslovakia	and	which	 is	
considered	 excellent	 and	 progressive.	 Of	 course,	 looking	 at	
American	art	 from	Europe	 is	 like	 looking	at	 the	Earth	 from	 the	
Moon,	because	things	 that	have	 the	power	 to	shock	 in	Europe,	
where	progress	takes	place,	are	scarcely	even	noticed	within	the	
limits	of	the	law	in	enormous	and	corn-filled	America.

Not	long	ago	I	gave	a	lecture	at	the	University	of	Kentucky	where	
the	art	department	 is	a	very	odd	and	enigmatic	unit	 in	the	eyes	
of	the	rest	of	the	faculty.	And	it’s	like	that	everywhere.	Art	is	con-
sidered	something	outside	 the	normal	 framework	of	 things,	yet	
something	you	clearly	have	to	respect	because	anyone	you	could	
mention	 respects	 it.	But	 it’s	not	essential	 for	 life	and	 therefore	
uninteresting.	 But	 let’s	 leave	 art	 and	 come	 back	 to	 New	 York.	
Now	it’s	covered	in	snow.	In	a	day	and	a	night	more	than	half	a	
meter	 fell.	NY	was	 transformed	 into	a	dead	city.	Nothing	 func-
tioned.	The	stores	didn’t	open.	Cars	didn’t	run,	people	didn’t	go	
to	work.	Only	 lone	pedestrians	walking	 their	dogs	and	curious	
and	delighted	children	waded	through	the	snow.	
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I’d	always	thought	that	snow	was	a	problem	only	in	small,	back-
ward	Czechoslovakia,	but	it’s	a	hundred	times	worse	in	New	York.	
When	it	snows	here,	you	could	make	a	social	revolution.	

I’ve	also	slightly	altered	my	opinion	about	American	freedom.	It’s	
almost	 ridiculous	 the	 things	 they	 have	 laws	 for	 here,	 as	 if	
Americans	were	not	adults	but	a	swarm	of	thoughtless	and	unrea-
sonable	children.	 (And	at	 times	 they	are).	 It’s	against	 the	 law	to	
sell	beer	on	Sunday	morning.	 In	some	places	even	 to	drink.	To	
drink	at	home.	You	can’t	walk	out	of	a	bar	with	an	open	bottle.	
In	some	states	you	can’t	sit	on	 the	sidewalk.	You’re	allowed	 to	
have	a	rifle	but	no-one’s	allowed	to	have	a	pistol.	In	other	states	
you	have	 to	have	a	 rifle.	 In	some	places	you	can’t	stand	 in	one	
spot	 for	more	 than	an	hour,	 in	others	you	can	only	sing,	 in	yet	
others	only	swing,	and	still	 in	others	walk	on	your	cock.	 	 I	have	
the	feeling	there	must	be	a	law	here	that	tells	you	how	to	use	the	
toilet.	For	a	European,	all	 this	seems	ridiculous.	Also	American	
cities	 are	 not	 cities	 in	 the	 true	 sense	 of	 the	 word,	 except	 for	
maybe	 three	 or	 four	 of	 them.	They	 are	 only	 agglomerations	 of	
buildings	 laid	out	on	checkerboard	streets.	Perhaps	only	down-
town	is	somewhat,	jammed	and	chaotic,	but	it’s	also	very	dirty.

[…]

I’ve	discovered	a	huge	paradox	here.	Certainly	all	of	you	know	
how	the	entry	of	simple	things	into	art,	 the	rapprochment	of	art	
and	 reality,	 that	modest	 and	noble	 celebration	of	 the	 simplest	
acts,	has	become	glorified	and	exaggerated.	Now	 it’s	 reached	
the	point	where	many	artists	who	sweep	the	stairs	claim	that	they	
are	doing	their	piece.

So	let	us	bow	down,	then,	to	the	cleaning	ladies,	for	they	are	the	
true	artists.	Any	kind	of	activity	whatever,	even	the	most	insignif-
icant,	 is	 almost	 instantaneously	 stamped	 with	 the	 hallmark	 of	
art.

[…]

California	 is	a	different	America	 than	New	York	 (they	say	NY	 isn’t	
America	at	all	and	it’s	true),	but	at	the	same	time	it’s	a	lot	different	
from	Indiana,	Kentucky,	or	Colorado	or	Ohio.	It’s	more	open,	more	
natural,	 but	 at	 the	 same	 time	 more	 surrealistic.	 Strange,	 but	
California	art	seemed	to	me	far	more	European	than	the	art	in	New	
York.	For	all	 the	differences,	 there’s	something	here	 that	we	have	
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in	common.	In	California	there	are	almost	no	cities	(with	the	excep-
tion	of	San	Francisco),	only	little	houses	littered	all	over	the	place.	
Los	 Angeles	 is	 the	 most	 typical	 example	 of	 this.	There	 are	 only	
magnificent,	wide	freeways	and	between	them,	within	a	radius	of	
almost	fifty	miles,	 little	houses	set	out	 like	a	huge	radish	planta-
tion.	And	in	this	topographical	situation,	where	people	are	predes-
tined	to	live	in	a	kind	of	isolation	because	you	can’t	budge	without	
a	car,	and	in	which	there	aren’t	many	public	establishments	of	any	
description,	 people,	 and	 mainly	 young	 people,	 get	 together	 in	
houses	where	 they	play,	sing,	 talk,	smoke	marijuana,	drop	acid	or	
mescaline,	and	screw.	And	all	of	this	–	these	house	parties	–	is	a	
very	 typical	 thing	 for	 Europe,	 especially	 Eastern	 Europe,	 where	
there	also	a	problem	of	space	and	money	and	so	people	are	forced	
to	spend	 their	evenings	either	 in	cheap	crowded	pubs	or	 in	 the	
house	or	flat	of	somebody	whose	family	has	just	gone	away	or	who	
is	 lucky	enough	to	have	a	 little	 room	of	his	own.	But	of	course	 in	
California	 it	 struck	me	as	being	a	 lot	more	natural.	Many	people	
leave	their	flats	and	their	cars	unlocked.	We	went	to	one	house	and	
lay	around	for	 three	hours	and	drank	 the	owner’s	beer	before	he	
himself	finally	showed	up.	This	has	a	positive	effect	on	people.	Of	
course,	 I	 can’t	 imagine	 life	 there	without	marijuana.	They	 smoke	
marijuana,	 they	drink	marijuana	 tea,	 they	eat	marijuana	cookies,	
they	chew	it,	they	sing	about	it,	they	worship	it.	

[…]

Also	up	 there	 (in	 the	mountains)	we	held	a	silent	all-night	vigil	
which	was	concluded	by	an	equally	silent	walk	through	the	awak-
ening	woods	covered	 in	 fresh	snowfall.	Then	Ken	and	his	new	
girl	and	I	drove	back	to	San	Diego	to	that	house	with	the	swim-
ming	pool	(San	Diego	is	a	nice,	clean	city).	And	a	couple	of	days	
later	 (exactly	 two	days	 later,	 in	 fact)	back	again	 to	Los	Angeles	
where	I	began	preparing	for	my	lecture.		I	was	supposed	to	carry	
out	some	action	with	fire,	but	 the	fire	department	withheld	per-
mission	for	it	at	the	last	minute	so	I	only	jabbered	for	a	while	on	
the	podium,	gave	 interviews	 to	 the	newspapers	and	 radio,	and	
that	 was	 that.	 I	 won	 over	 a	 lot	 of	 people	 for	 Aktual	 [group].	
(They’ve	certainly	already	forgotten	about	it	by	now.)	And	besides	
$300	for	the	trip,	another	$150	[for	the	lecture].

[…]

In	Bohemia,	Honza	Palach	has	just	burned	himself.	The	situation	
there	gets	stranger	and	stranger	and	a	 lot	of	people	have	com-

LB_MSN_1968_1989_EN_PF.indd   217 15.02.10   23:02



	
	

21
8	

	
M

ila
n	

K
ní

žá
k	

	
Tr

av
el

	B
oo

k	
21

8

	
	

21
9	

	
M

ila
n	

K
ní

žá
k	

	
Tr

av
el

	B
oo

k	
21

9

mitted	 themselves	 to	 a	 lot	 of	 things	 and	 I	 feel	 that	 all	 that	 is	
behind	me,	has	dropped	away	 from	me	 like	 leaves	off	a	 tree.	 I	
find	 it	strange.	Being	committed	has	always	seemed	 important	
to	me.	I	had	always	been	somewhere	on	the	pinnacle	of	desper-
ate	and	almost	pointless	commitment	and	now	all	 I	want	 to	do	
is	lose	myself	in	the	intricate	and	bubbling	labyrinth	of	the	world.	
All	my	grand	desires	have	 left	me	and	all	 I	want	 to	do	 is	drift,	
meet	gorgeous	girls,	good	lads,	wise	old	men,	stupid	cops,	stu-
pid	 people	 (but	 not	 many	 of	 them,	 I’ve	 met	 enough	 already),	
ungorgeous	girls,	trees,	stones,	smells,	feelings,	touchings.

[…]

My	dreams	about	Aktual	City,	rather	than	having	faded	away,	have	
become	more	vivid	and	insistent.	I	draw	up	plans	for	houses	that	
could	 be	 built	 very	 cheaply	 and	 simply.	 I’m	 always	 thinking	 of	
going	back	home	and	I	try	to	imagine	what	everything	will	be	like	
but	 all	 my	 visions	 dissolve	 in	 a	 haze	 of	 uncertainty.	 George	
[Maciunas]’s	bankrupty	and	 the	money	he	owes	me	have	put	a	
spoke	in	the	wheels	of	a	lot	of	my	plans.

[…]

George	Maciunas,	an	expert	 in	nonsense,	held	a	kind	of	parody	
of	a	mass	where	 the	mumbling	priest,	who	was	 introduced	by	
poor	Yoshi,	my	Japanese	friend,	was	served	by	acolytes	in	gorilla	
masks	who,	with	amateur	gestures,	ate	a	head	of	cabbage	sto-
len	from	the	altar	where	a	bird	(made	by	Joe	Jones)	shat	symbol-
ically	and	where	a	small	statue	burned	and	wine	poured	out	of	
the	leg	of	an	inflatable	Superman.	The	priest	tippled	incessantly	
at	the	altar.	Also	something	was	broken	and	slightly,	very	slightly,	
they	annoyed	the	audience	who	otherwise	sat	very	obediently	in	
their	 rows.	 It	was	awful.	 I	still	can’t	understand	“why”?	WHY?	 It	
wasn’t	even	fun.

[…]

A	new	thing	by	Allan	Kaprow	came	in	the	mail:	Graft.	It	is	labelled	
“an	activity	by	A.K.”	It	 is	probably	the	first	work	he	did	after	our	
last	debate	in	Pasadena	where	we	claimed	that	words	like	“hap-
pening,”	“event,”	and	so	on	are	disturbing	and	unnecessary	(they	
are	already	too	established	and	specialized)	and	that	what	we	do	
should	be	merely	a	kind	of	activity	which	is	only	that	which	it	 is	
in	a	given	moment.	At	that	time	Allan	hadn’t	exactly	agreed,	but	
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it	must	have	stuck	in	his	mind.	(As	early	as	1965	a	hand-printed	
publication	of	Aktual	called	Necessary Activity	came	out,	and	all	
the	 things	we	did	 from	that	 time	on	were	always	 referred	 to	as	
activities.)	Of	course,	we	didn’t	call	our	individual	actions	activi-
ties,	but	rather	everything	we	did,	in	order	to	emphasize	that	we	
were	 not	 concerned	 with	 art	 as	 such,	 but	 only	 with	 a	 type	 of	
activity.	In	any	case,	art	has	the	greatest	impact	when	it	remains	
anonymous.	I	hope	that	some	clever	critic	will	someday	point	out	
how	 quickly	 things	 from	 abroad	 manage	 to	 reach	 backward	
Czechoslovakia.	It’s	happened	several	times	already.

[…]

Afterword

I’ve	 been	 back	 now	 for	 a	 couple	 of	 months.	 Jana’s	 a	 whore.	 I	
haven’t	made	any	money.	 I	miss	Yoshi,	that	 incredibly	wonderful	
person.	I’ve	given	away	half	of	what	I	brought	back	with	me.	I’ve	
gotten	 into	seven	fights.	One	cut	eyebrow,	 two	black	eyes,	plus	
a	 lump	on	my	 temple.	One	performance	of	 revived	 rock	music	
which	the	police,	excuse	me,	I	mean	the	Public	Security	Forces,	
banned.	 Visited	 by	 three	 men	 from	 the	 State	 Secret	 Police.	
Summoned	to	secret	police	headquarters	before	the	twenty-first	
of	August.	Beautiful	 young	girls.	15-17.	 Incredible	amounts	of	
disgusting	rum.	Powerful	feelings	of	animosity	mixed	with	a	tre-
mendous,	but	unobtrusive	joy.	Hop!

English	translation	by	Paul	Wilson,		
previously	unpublished.	
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The following excerpts are from Jan Budaj’s samizdat publication 
3SD (“Three Sunny Days”, 1981), which documents a collaborative 
project between “non-professional theatre artists” and “so-called 
professional visual artists, especially those who found themselves 
excluded from official exhibition halls”.1 Planned to take place in 
May 1980 at the Medical University Gardens, this three-day festi-
val was in keeping with Budaj’s street interventions of the late 
1970s in that it aimed to create “an authentic public event” and a 
“situation of contact” – in other words, to propose a public sphere 
that, under “normalization”, had been all but suppressed from 
memory. The event was publicized and State permission granted, 
but a fortnight before “Three Sunny Days” was due to take place 
it was banned and subject to investigations. As Budaj writes: 

3SD did not take place. Before the event could materialize, it 
was cut off in a whirl of hysteria, the real causes of which still 
remain unclear. We could merely observe its external manifes-
tations: all copies of Bulletin were impounded and destroyed 
and Labyrinth theatre’s activity was banned. V-klub, whose pro-
fessional employees were laid off, met the same fate. 
Interrogations of 3SD’s players and attempts to penalize 
Labyrinth’s director at her workplace, and other measures 
followed. 
A year later, Budaj undertook a series of interviews to take the 

temperature of artistic feeling in relation to 3SD’s aspirations; one 
of the main themes is the shift of values between the 60s gener-
ation and Budaj (who would go on to be a key figure in the Velvet 
Revolution, and a politician in the post-‘89 administration). There 
are also numerous revealing comments on Western art.  Amongst 
those he interviewed were the Slovak artists Alex Mlynárčik 
(b.1934) and Julius Koller (1939-2007), whose conversations are 
reproduced below, along with Budaj’s reflections in January 1988 
on the second edition of 3SD.  More information about Mlynárčik’s 
elaborate participatory gatherings can be found in Vit Havránek’s 
contribution to this volume (pages 64-74). Julius Koller is best 
known for his photo-conceptual practice organised around the 
cosmic idea of the “UFO” – unidentified flying object – a flexible 
acronym used by the artist to refer to his work after 1970 
(“Universal Futurological Operations”) or, as here, to an artists’ 
sports league (“Unidentified Football Objects”).

Claire Bishop
	

1	 Ján	Budaj,	“To	Open	Up”,	3SD,	1981,	p.1.	The	other	
quotations	in	this	introduction	are	from	the	same	source,		
pp.1–3.	3SD	was	than	published	again	in	1988	[Ed.,	and	all	
following	footnotes,	with	the	help	of	Mira	Keratova].

LB_MSN_1968_1989_EN_PF.indd   222 15.02.10   23:02



	
	

22
2	

	
Já

n	
B

ud
aj

	
	

3S
D

	
22

2

	
	

22
3	

	
Já

n	
B

ud
aj

	
	

3S
D

	
22

3
Conversation	in	an	unrated	pub

Gypsies	with	their	flashing	rings	and	a	herd	of	girls,	old	loiterers,	
banana	crate	pickers,	and	sewer	 foragers	–	all	 these	and	others	
–	in	this	unrated	pub	and	all	the	others	around	the	country	–	are	
sitting	around	uniformly	and	sadly	drinking	nothing	else	but	lem-
onades	or	 letting	their	 throats	remain	parched.	 It	 is	Election	Day	
today.	The	Czechoslovak	Socialist	Republic	organizes	its	Happsoc	
today	–	no	drinking,	no	serving	alcohol,	no	toasting.2	No	wonder	
the	 atmosphere	 that	 has	 descended	 on	 the	 city	 is	 grim.	Those	
who	 were	 drinking	 last	 night	 and	 slept	 in	 this	 morning	 –	 who	
were	filled	with	 remorse	but	 forgave	 themselves	only	 to	hit	 the	
streets	 again	 with	 a	 new	 taste	 for	 more	 on	 the	 tongue	 –	 walk	
around	 haggardly	 now	 and	 the	 taste	 of	 yesterday	 makes	 their	
tongue	sticky.	It	is	the	second	day	of	elections.	People	are	loiter-
ing	 about	 sidewalks,	 reading	 election	 posters	 in	 the	 shopping	
windows,	wondering	where	to	go	since	today	one	place	is	like	any	
other.	Even	the	marketplace,	a	well-frequented	spot	on	Saturdays,	
is	a	drag	today.	The	time	to	stage	an	event	for	millions	has	come	
–	this	is	a	perfect	moment	to	meet	with	Alex	Mlynarčík.

We	are	drinking	lemonade	like	everybody	else	and	I	am	ready	
to	pose	questions	in	a	foursome	at	the	marketplace.	I	wait	for	the	
moment	when	 the	conversation	 takes	a	 turn	 that	allows	me	 to	
ask	 about	 the	 solution	 to	 the	 problem…I	 really	 want	 to	 write	
something	today	–	I	am	poised	for	a	cue	to	open	up	the	passage	
to	a	whole	sequence	of	questions	at	a	fast	pace!

The	conversation,	however,	becomes	ever	more	 interesting.	 It	
actually	keeps	revolving	around	the	problem	I	had	wanted	to	dis-
cuss	so	I	let	it	run	its	course.	Mlynarčík	talks	about	his	past	event	
called	the	“Train”.3	He	starts	elaborating	on	how	the	idea	behind	
it	sprang	up:

Alex:	 I	was	driving	 through	the	most	 idyllic	countryside	–	chim-
neys	smoking,	snow	everywhere.	It	made	me	recall	all	kinds	of	
fairytales.	 And	 suddenly	 the	 smallest,	 tiniest	 train	 appeared	
from	the	woods	looking	like	a	toy,	puffing	happily	as	it	passed	
through	 the	valley.	What	an	amazing	experience!	 It	made	me	
richer	 in	 that	moment	–	 I	acquired	possession	of	a	peculiar	
experience.
This	was	what	 I	wanted	 to	present	 to	 the	participants	of	 the	
event,	but	mostly	 to	 the	villagers	 for	whom	the	 train	was	an	
everyday	reality.	I	wanted	to	grant	them	a	part	of	that	posses-
sion	I had	acquired	when	I	visited	them.	Since	the	train’s	route	
was	 being	 discontinued	 I	 decided	 to	 let	 its	 last	 journey	 be	

2	 Happsoc	is	a	reference	to	a	series	of	collaborative	works	by	
Alex	Mlynárčik,	Stano	Filko	and	Zika	Kostrová	in	1965.		In	
Happsoc I,	the	city	of	Bratislava	was	nominated	as	a	work	of	
art	between	2-9	May	1965.
3	 The	reference	is	to	Mlynarcik‘s	manifestation	
If All The Trains in the World...	(1972).
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dedicated	 to	 those	who	 lived	alongside	 it	with	all	 its	 life	and	
to	let	it	be	a	beautiful,	unique	experience.
I	organized	 the	moment	of	 their	 joy,	surprise,	and	celebration	
when	 the	 dream	 train,	 pink	 and	 gold,	 and	 overflowing	 with	
music,	food	and	drink,	pulled	into	their	tiny	village.	Steeped	in	
a	 century-long	 wait	 for	 fortune	 –	 the	 fortune	 embodied	 in	 a	
beautiful	and	vivacious	woman	who	holds	 the	horn	of	plenty	
overflowing	with	money,	gold	and	flowers	–	finally	 the	woman	
enters	 the	village	pub,	 in	all	her	beauty	and	vivacious	nudity.	
When	the	dream	becomes	life,	what	I	call	“possession	of	pecu-
liar	experience”,	Hanák	has	a	special	 term	for	 this,	“a	situation	
laced	with	peculiarity”.4

Budaj:	…or	perhaps:	“subtly	modelled	situation”.
Alex:	I	believe	art	can	subsist	on	life,	with	life	and	for	life.	But	I	do	

not	 speak	 of	 Art,	 which	 has	 lost	 its	 relation	 to	 reality	 in	 our	
country	and	 in	 the	world.	Even	 in	 terms	of	price.	The	price	of	
art	pieces	are	very	variable	and	often	artificial.	Go	ahead	artist,	
set	up	stands	with	your	goods	–	in	front	of	Slovnaft,	Prior,	or	a	
train	station…!5	At	one	time	I	wanted	to	do	it	here,	at	the	mar-
ketplace.	 In	 this	regard	 I	 like	American	hotels.	They	are	glass-
inhabited	 sculptures.	 Everything	 is	 aesthetically	 uniform	 but	
functional	at	the	same	time,	and	comfortable.	It	doesn’t	give	any	
indication	of	what	part	was	played	by,	 let’s	say,	visual	artists,	
architects	 or	 lift	 constructors.	 Everything	 is	 anonymous	 and	
serves	its	purpose	just	like	sacral	architecture	of	the	past.
An	artist	is	a	person	working,	creative.	There	is	nothing	extraor-
dinary	about	it	any	longer.	What	is	all	the	mystification	about!	
And	all	 the	sensationalism!	Let	us	consider	Christo.	 In	Paris,	
when	 stone	 facades	 were	 jet-cleaned	 by	 water	 and	 sand	 it	
was	necessary	 to	wrap	up	buildings	such	as	Notre	Dame	or	
Louvre,	and	others.	Christo	wraps	and	packs	too	and	gets	big	
bucks	in	return.	Do	you	see?	I	have	nothing	against	him;	he	is	
a	buddy;	he’s	fine.	 I	 am	merely	 looking	at	 the	problem	as	a	
whole.	 He	 wraps	 and	 packs	 (like	 others,	 such	 as	 the	 post	
office…)	and	sells	 them	for	 let’s	say	30	000	francs.	They	are	
exhibited	in	all	the	Western	galleries.	You	feel	it	shifts	art	in	a	
direction	where	it	should	not	go.

Budaj:	 I	once	read	an	article	 (about	 the	 fence	which	ran	40	km	
through	farms,	and	both	private	and	state	land)	where	he	said	
he	was	after	contact	with	people	as	he	organized	the	project.

Alex:	That’s	alright.	It	is	only	the	sale	element	that	does	not	fit	in	
and	which	changes	the	deal.

Budaj:	 Perhaps	 he	 does	 it	 to	 get	 the	 money	 for	 the	 next	 big	
event…

4	 Dušan	Hanák	is	a	Slovak	film	director;	at	the	time	of	the	
interview	there	was	a	controversy	as	one	of	his	most	famous	
films	–	Ja milujem, Ty miluješ [I Love, You Love],	produced	by	
the	state	film	studios	in	1980	–	was	censored	shortly	before	
its	public	launch	and	completely	prohibited	from	public	expo-
sure	until	1989.		
5	 Slovnaft	is	the	Slovak	petroleum	company;	Prior	is	a	Slovak	
department	store.	
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Alex:	Yes,	that	is	the	crux	of	the	matter	–	how	to	make	a	living?	

Let’s	say	I	make	a	living	working	in	my	profession.	I	am	some-
thing	of	a	visual	architect.	I	make	lamps	or	ornamental	bars.	I	
do	not	want	 to	make	money	by	doing	art.	 I	want	 to	be	 free	
from	such	a	conception	of	art	which	entails	the	whole	money	
machine	and	work	for	money.

Budaj:	You’ve	promoted	contact	with	 the	world	at	great	 length.	
You’ve	also	opposed	the	exclusivity	of	visual	and	any	other	art.	
How	does	it	fit	in	with	the	idea	of	Argília?6		You	stopped	com-
municating	with	both	 the	official	and	unofficial	spheres.	Only	
the	initiated	are	familiar	with	Argíllia...

Alex:	It’s	clear	now.	I	understand	what	you	are	getting	at.	Look,	I	
live	 in	 this	 country	 of	 my	 own	 free	 will.	 I	 could	 have	 been	
somewhere	else.	But	even	though	I	 live	here	I	do	not	have	to	
accept	 the	 current	 situation,	 let’s	 say	 the	 social	 one.	 Since	
1970,	our	world	has	been	so	greatly	permeated	with	ideology	
that	should	you	even	decide	to	plant	a	flower	somewhere	it	is	
perceived	as	a	political	gesture.	And	if	your	name	is	Mlynarčík...
Should	the	problem	in	my	life	revolve	around	ideology,	or	some	
incumbent	politician,	or	some	regime?	
I	 want	 to	 live	 in	 transcendence,	 someplace	 else,	 serving	
other	values.

Budaj:	Maybe	you	are	right.	Maybe	in	this	“match”	one	can	never	
win	by	playing	either	side	of	the	field...

Alex:	 After	 all,	 there	 are	 higher	 gains	 to	 consider	 which	 don’t	
overlap	with	superficial	worldly	planes.	Saint-Exupéry’s	Little 
Prince	represents	a	prototype	for	perceiving	life’s	truths	which	
paves	 the	way	 to	comprehending	Argíllia.	The	Little	Prince	 is	
above	 the	superficial,	he	dwells	 in	 spiritual	 realms,	be	 these	
deeper	or	higher.	He	is	still	with	us,	because	he	existed	before	
he	was	created,	before	Saint-Exupéry	himself	–	 there	always	
has	been	the	world	of	deeper	truth,	deeper	joy…

Budaj:	Nonetheless,	would	you	go	ahead	with	happenings	aimed	
at	engaging	the	public,	if	such	an	opportunity	came	up?

Alex:	Of	course.	They	are	needed	and	I	believe	that	people	would	
accept	them,	take	interest	and	participate	in	them.	

Transcribed	interview	between		
Budaj	and	Mlynarčík	on	June	6th,	1981

6	 Argillia	 is	the	name	of	an	imaginary	land	founded	by	
Mlynarcik	in	1974.	A	local	peasant	called	Ondrej	Krištofík	was	
proclaimed	King	of	Argillia,	while	Galerie	Vincy	in	Paris	was	
renamed	the	head	of	Agence	Argillia-Presse.	
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Do	you	like	football?	on	UFO,	Superboys	and	communication

A	year	after	the	debacle	at	the	Medical	University	Gardens	a	new	
collective	 initiative	 in	 the	 ranks	 of	 Slovak	 modern	 artists	
emerged.	
They	would	meet	each	week	and	play	football.	The	State	Security	
already	 knew.	The	 first	 interrogations	 took	 place.	 It	 might	 be	
something	interesting.	Moreover,	since	it	was	both	a	homely	and	
a	collective	endeavor,	it	couldn’t	be	sidestepped	either.	
The	players	decided	 to	 take	 it	up	a	notch.	Peter	Meluzín	orga-
nized	 a	derby	 between	 two	 groups	 who	 initially	 played	 sepa-
rately:	between	TJ	Lamač	and	TJ	SŠUP	Superboys.	I	managed	to	
get	in	to	watch	the	return	match.	
Superboys	won	 the	first	 leg	by	a	high	score.	 	The	return	match	
was	held	on	May	19,1981	at	 the	gym	of	 the	Secondary	School	
of	Applied	Arts	which	was	decorated	with	banners	and	slogans,	
and	cheering	for	both	teams.	All	the	spectators	know	the	players	
personally	which	gives	 the	match	a	flavor	of	 the	world	champi-
onships	where	all	the	players	are	stars.	All	the	players	know	the	
spectators	which	drives	them	to	want	to	win.	Even	the	real	stars	
of	the	world	championships,	who	ride	the	insane	machine	that	is	
the	sports	business	driven	by	Wall	Street	and	the	Pentagon,	fail	
to	get	such	a	doping.	Our	players,	who	get	support	from	quite	a	
different	sort	of	street,	marched	 into	 the	gym	accompanied	by	
the	march	tunes	of	“zelená	je	tráva,	futbal	to	je	hra...”,	and	paused	
to	 let	a	nice	young	 lady	 in	a	folk	costume	greet	 the	UFO	senior	
member	Julius	Koller	on	behalf	of	the	art	school.7	Team	captains	
exchange	 gifts	 and	 flags,	 while	 the	 speakers	 boom	 with	 the	
names	 of	 players,	 photojournalists	 pose	 their	 questions,	 and	
flashes	go	off.	And	here	comes	Rudo	Fila	and	his	ceremonious	
opening	kick.	2	x	25	minutes	in	Slovak	art’s	unprecedented	bat-
tle	for	honor	and	glory	sets	off.	These	men,	academic	artists	with	
the	exception	of	Otis	L[aubert],	are	not	used	to	losing,	and	here	
are	battling	one	another.	The	spectator	crowd,	mainly	art	 theo-
rists	 and	 artists,	 takes	 turns	 cheering	 for	 one	 team,	 then	 the	
other.	The	gym	trembles	under	a	 frenetic	 roaring	and	whistling.	
TJ	 UFO	 definitely	 earnt	 its	 lead	 by	 the	 half-time	 break,	 which	
passes	quickly	while	artistic	photographs	(doc.	Matuštík)	are	sold	
and	anti-doping	tests	are	undertaken.	The	referee	(R.Cyprich)	mo-
tions	 to	 start	 the	 second	 half.	The	 match	 carries	 on	 fair	 and	
square.	TJ	UFO	is	still	in	the	lead!	The	match	is	coming	to	an	end	
but	the	players’	enthusiasm	doesn’t	subside.	In	the	final	moments	
of	the	game,	the	Superboys	tied,	and	the	derby	ends	with	a	draw,	
ten-all.	Players	and	spectators	alike	can	finally	relax.	The	evening	

7	 “Green	is	the	grass,	football	is	the	game	to	play…”
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continues	with	handing	out	the	prizes	and	small	refreshments.	If	
the	match	was	filled	with	 feats	of	sophistication,	 the	event’s	fi-
nale	overflowed	with	 them.	For	a	more	detailed	description	see	
the	Chronicle	of	the	Match.	

Interview	with	Julius	Koller	on	sports,	UFOs,		
and	culture	a	year	later	

Budaj:	 How	 would	 you	 interpret	 the	 message	 of	“Unidentified	
Football	Objects”	to	an	uninitiated	reader?

Koller:	The	entire	initiative	was	a	cultural	event.
Budaj:	So	 it	 is	not	art	after	all?	 In	your	perception,	what	 is	cul-

ture	and	what	is	art?
Koller:	Culture	 is	 a	wider	 concept.	 	Art	does	not	 involve	 some	

elements	that	culture	should	contain.	In	our	joint	football	cul-
tural	event,	certain	artistic	elements	team	up	with	sport.
I	do	not	have	 the	courage	 to	call	an	unconventional	cultural	
endeavor	‘art’.		I	would	rather	leave	that	up	to	art	theoreticians	
–	let	them	worry	over	what	art	is	and	isn’t.	
I,	somehow,	would	not	dare	 to	determine	 it.	 	 If	we	decide	 to	
make	everything	art,	we	start	encountering	chaos	 in	evaluat-
ing	this	concept.	I	experience	it	every	day.		What	applies	here	
are	rather	arbitrary	measures	indeed.		Artistic	activities	in	our	
country	and	 in	 the	West	are	 to	an	extent	multifarious,	which	
inspires	helplessness	by	 their	sheer	diversity.	 	 If	 you	wilfully	
call	 just	about	anything	art,	 then...	The	audience,	once	again,	
doesn’t	trust	the	theoreticians	who	profess	it	to	be	art;	at	other	
times,	it	[the	audience]	doesn’t	believe	anything.

Budaj:	Such	problems	didn’t	 touch	the	public	before.	 	The	pub-
lic	could	not	affect	artistic	taste	 in	the	 least.	 In	previous	cen-
turies,	the	public	was	told	that	it	did	influence	it	after	all.	Since	
then,	art	has	started	shifting.		First,	 it	underwent	the	process	
of	 liberation,	 then	 decoding,	 after	 that	 it	 switched	 media,	
forms,	missions...	and	 these	days,	 it	seems,	 it	has	become	a	
concept	 completely	 devoid	 of	 meaning,	 an	 amorphous	
entity...

Koller:	I	agree.	If	we	assessed	the	situation	we	are	in	and	agreed	
to	put	it	in	simplified	terms,	we	could	conclude	that	the	con-
cept	of	art	(or	what	art	is)	is	usually	perceived	along	conven-
tional	 lines.	 	The	 capacity	 of	 artistic	 activity,	 however,	 tran-
scends	such	notions	by	and	 large.	 	These	problems	–	as	 to	
what	 is	what	–	can	be	perceived	within	cultural	dimensions.		
The	 real	 problem	 lies	 in	 defining	 art	 as	 a	 notion.	 	 Art	 has,	
however,	diffused	so	much	–	it	has	approached	life–	that	the	
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culture	of	 life	has	gained	more	 importance	 than	skirmishes	
over	what	art	 is	and	what	 isn’t.	As	long	as	art	abided	by	tra-
ditional	 forms	of	expression	–	a	painting,	a	sculpture,	etc.	–	
it	spoke	about	 life,	but	 it	did	so	via	medium,	 in	 intermediary	
fashion	(in	such	instances,	the	issue	of	selecting	a	particular	
medium	 or	 form	 is	 vitally	 important),	 but	 if	 artistic	 activity	
reacts	with	life,	what	gains	in	importance	is	the	culture	of	life,	
not	art	itself.

Budaj:	 To	 continue	 with	 this	 perception	 of	 the	 relationship	
between	culture	and	art,	artistic	activity	becomes	the	medium	
of	a	novel	goal	–	cultural	awareness,	or	rather,	raising	the	level	
of	 cultural	 awareness,	 its	 dissemination,	 enrichment...	 I	 call	
this	process	“a	change	in	the	level		 of	 collective	 conscious-
ness”.	 It	might	 sound	overly	 sophisticated,	but	 terms	arising	
from	an	 inflection	of	cultural	awareness	 in	all	possible	cases	
(mainly	 ideological	 ones)	 inspire	 distrust	 in	 me.	
But	back	to	the	matter	at	hand.		An	artifact	(=	output	of	artis-
tic	activity)	and	artistic	activity	in	its	own	right	have	started	rub-
bing	 shoulders,	 and	 sometimes	 become	 one.	 	 Art	 no	 longer	
interacts	 with	 life	 indirectly,	 through	 symbols	 or	 feelings;	 it	
affects	it	directly.		Such	art	could	assume	the	role	of	an	instru-
ment	of	social	correction;	it	could	experiment	with	topical	con-
flicts,	 schemes.	 	 It	 might	 as	 well	 be	“an	 alternative	 path”,	 a	
counterbalancing	element,	an	element	 leading	 to	a	dialogue	
with	 preset	 social	 structures,	 with	 mechanisms	 of	 collective	
manipulation...		All	of	this	(collective	manipulation,	mechanisms	
of	control,	the	manipulation	of	consciousness...),I	cannot	stress	
this	enough,	paves	the	way	to	an	inevitable	future	with	regard	
to	the	state	of	our	civilization.
In	practice,	art	appears	 to	be	running	 in	 two	directions.	First,	
there	is	art	with	an	ambition	to	interact	with	life,	and	to	address	
some	 specific	 problem	 with	 a	 more	 or	 less	 current	 social	
demand,	 making	 it	 assume	 a	“professional”	 status.	This	 ten-
dency	manifests	itself	in	current	American	theater	groups.	They	
respond	 on	 a	 local	 level,	 for	 example	 by	 renewing	 modern	
urban	 environments	 that	 are	 dying	 and	 no	 longer	 inhabited.		
They	 engage	 in	 social	 programs	 for	 marginal	 social	 groups	
(activities	for	drug	addicts,	ethnic	people,	the	physically	hand-
icapped,	the	unemployed,	teenagers	from	slums,	etc).	
It	 resembles	activities	 resulting	 from	 the	 rise	 in	popularity	of	
psychotherapeutic	 techniques,	using	artistic	means	 to	create	
situations	that	serve	to	correct	behavior	and	deal	with	conflicts	
faced	by	 the	 individual,	all	of	which	ensue	 from	the	nature	of	
modern	life	and	civilization	such	as	it	is.
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Then	there	 is	the	other	stream	represented	by	art	 that	holds	an	
ambition	to	transcend	the	issue	of	topicality,	which	acknowledges	
its	own	limitations,	as	opposed	to	the	recent	past.	Such	a	trend	
signals	the	recent	rise	 in	popularity	of	the	so-called	new	paint-
ing,	which	stands	for	nothing	more	than	a	demonstrative	refusal	
of	a	romantic	redemption-driven	mission;	a	mission	art	followed	
until	 recently.	Even	 though	 the	“new	painting”	has	a	decadent	
flair	about	it,	it	admits	the	helplessness	of	art	in	all	the	spheres	
that	are	not	art,	and	which	should	not	be	considered	as	such.
In	the	end,	this	kind	of	behaviour	is	really	sincere.	Today,	artists	
openly	ask	for	money	and	bow	down	before	it,	and	other	driv-
ing	 forces	 in	 the	world,	whereas	 in	 the	past	 this	was	covered	
up	and	denounced.	Underneath,	you	can	hear	the	bells	of	 the	
good	old	colorful	jester’s	hat	jingling	happily,	alright.	
Please	 forgive	me	 for	 the	 little	detour	 I	have	 taken	here,	and	
let’s	 get	 back	 to	 your	 perception	 of	 culture.	 	 The	 way	 you	
described	the	concept	appears	to	denote	an	activity	relating	to	
the	general	public	 to	a	 large	extent.	 	So,	no	exclusiveness	–	
quite	 the	contrary	–	filling	up	 the	void	between	the	problems	
of	the	author	and	the	problems	of	others...

Koller:	 Yes.	 An	 artist,	 or	 rather	 a	“cultural	 worker”,	 faces	 new	
tasks.	Even	 though	his/her	activity	may	not	be	significant	 to	
everybody,	it	tends	to	open	up	rather	then	reduce	itself	to	cul-
tivating	its	own	exclusive	aesthetic	uniqueness.

Budaj:	I	think	its	openness	starts	with	a	choice	of	topics	that	the	
activity	sets	in	motion.

Koller:	That’s	right.	Activities	of	the	“cultural	worker”	are	of	a	more	
general	nature.

Budaj:	Your	perception	of	 the	relationship	between	art	and	cul-
ture	speaks	volumes	to	me.

Koller:	 I	 have	 been	 using	 it	 in	 my	 Universal	 Cultural	 Futuristic	
Operations	 (UFO)	since	1970.	To	describe	 it	 very	briefly	–	 it	
transforms	phenomena,	aspects,	and	experiences	I	encounter	
daily	into	a	cultural	activity,	while	employing	a	particular	artis-
tic	 touch	 through	selecting,	acting,	or	denominating.	 	 In	 this	
way,	very	mundane	activities	 take	on	an	uncommon,	peculiar	
nature	–	peculiar	 culture-wise.	 	 I	 see	myself	 as	a	creator	of	
culture.

Budaj:	Do	you	not	consider	the	use	of	the	term	UFO	unnecessar-
ily	misleading,	especially	considering	you	use	it	as	an	“umbrella”	
to	deal	with	such	momentous	problems.		Why	not	call	it	–	let’s	
say	–	Koller’s	Cultural	Activity?

Koller:	UFOs,	much	 like	culture,	are	concepts,	or	 terms,	with	a	
capacity	 to	 take	 in	an	abundance	of	 images	and	 ideas.	 	For	
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what	it’s	worth,	my	interest	in	civilizations,	including	the	alien,	
is	not	unique	 this	century.	 	Moreover,	UFO	 is	a	specific	con-
cept	widely	present	in	public	consciousness	–	which	is	why	it	
has	become	public	“property”	and	everyone	owns	 it	one	way	
or	another.

Budaj:	Do	you	expect	an	analogous	attitude	to	your	own	work?
Koller:	I	do	indeed.		We	would	agree	that	UFOs	make	for	a	juicy	

tabloid	 treat.	 	But	UFOs	are	not	 the	answer.	 	Quite	 the	con-
trary,	the	issue	poses	questions,	while	being	open-ended.

Budaj:	 It	 is	a	 fact	 that	 issues	such	as	UFOs	are	subject	 to	dis-
cussions	extending	beyond	the	narrow	scientific	arena	of	spe-
cialists.	The	same	cannot	be	said	about	strictly	scientific	prob-
lems.	Do	you	 intend	 to	demonstrate	a	substantial	 shift	 from	
the	specialists’	arena	towards	a	lay	audience?
It	 is	 impossible	to	direct	art	exclusively	towards	the	art	world	
or	 the	general	public,	even	 though	 it’s	necessary	 to	choose	
between	 the	 two	when	setting	 the	 initial	 frame	of	 focus.	For	
instance,	3SD	aimed	to	put	more	emphasis	on	contact	with	lay	
audiences.		Apropos,	since	it	has	come	up,	what	are	your	opin-
ions	on	the	project?

Koller:	I	am	not	completely	familiar	with	the	exact	outcome	of	its	
implementation,	but	I	think	it	was	too	much	of	a	temptation	to	
communicate	with	the	public,	which	obviously	led	to	organiza-
tional	problems	and,	ultimately,	to	it	being	halted.	That	kind	of	
project	and	its	realization	are	too	utopian	for	our	country.	

Budaj:	Why	did	you	want	to	take	part	in	it	then?
Koller:	Because	along	 the	same	conceptual	 lines,	UFOs	 too	are	

somewhat	utopian...		Besides,	you	are	asking	me	this	question	
now,	a	year	after	the	project,	when	I’m	more	experienced.

Budaj:	Do	you	 think	such	methods	of	communication	with	 the	
public	would	have	more	of	a	future	if	the	social	situation	was	
more	favorable?

Koller:	These	“impossibilities	of	today”,	which	seem	utopian	at	the	
moment	 can	 gradually	 start	 turning	 into	 possibilities.	
Administrative	difficulties	when	organizing	 this	contact	 is	not	
the	only	problem.	It	is	also	difficult	to	attempt	to	engage	such	
contact	 with	 a	 public	 whose	 cultural	 consciousness	 is	 not	
ready	to	take	it	in.	
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Epilogue:	After	seven	years

You	have	read	the	second	edition	of	3SD.	The	first	edition	came	
out	 in	a	single	copy.	 It	was	more	 like	an	album	which	only	par-
ticipants	 and	 partners	 of	 3SD	 could	 view.	The	 caution	 I	 had	
employed	 on	 behalf	 of	 some	 of	 the	 participants	 has	 become	
superfluous.	There	 is	no	risk	 that	any	of	us	will	be	 interrogated	
with	regard	to	3SD	anymore;	not	because	the	times	have	changed	
so	dramatically	but	 simply	because	everything	has	been	over-
shadowed	by	other	events	into	oblivion.	

Over	time,	this	album	has	become	a	period	document.	Its	con-
tent	 reflects	something	of	 the	overall	concept	of	3SD,	but	also,	
and	perhaps	even	more	so,	 in	 its	 tone	and	mode	of	 reasoning.	
The	first,	more	representative	publication,	reveals	that	the	editor	
strove	 to	emulate	a	proper	publication	 that	would	naturally	dis-
tance	 itself	 from	those	 [publications]	 that	were	 then,	and	unfor-
tunately	still	are,	sold	 in	bookstores.	This	seven	years’	worth	of	
material	 inspires	a	desire	 to	do	something;	even	 if	 it	 is	 just	 to	
make	anything	whatever	happen.	It	draws	in	a	final	breath	of	the	
sixties	and	that	atmosphere	when	what	mattered	was	whether	an	
act	was	internally	right	and	not	whether	and	to	what	extent	it	was	
professional.	

Bratislava’s	cultural	 life	 lacked	analogous	happenings	 in	 the	
1980s	(but	this	lack	is	not	specific	only	to	that	time	period).	The	
amateur	element	factor	of	cultural	activities	has	disappeared;	not	
only	from	the	so-called	middle	managerial	viewpoint	(there	seem	
to	be	no	amateurs	amid	 the	young	“wild”	or	“new”	artists)	or	 in	
terms	 of	 the	 artistic	 forms	 employed,	 which	 are	 not	 precondi-
tioned	by	the	skilled	production	of	artifacts.

Professionalism	has	quietly	and	rightly	returned	to	the	pedes-
tal	it	had	occupied	in	the	past.	(We	have	witnessed	on	many	oc-
casions	the	consequences	to	which	amateurism	has	been	put	to	
use	in	areas	where	it	did	not	belong,	for	example,	in	running	so-
ciety,	the	economy,	etc.).	I	nevertheless	believe	there	are	spheres	
where	amateurism	is	a	necessary	prerequisite.	In	my	opinion,	art	
is	one	of	them.	

I	do	not	mean	to	patronize,	as	I	myself	am	a	layman,	but	I	would	
like	to	point	out	something	we	once	knew	but	seemed	to	have	for-
gotten;	namely,	that	amateurism	in	art	determines	most	of	our	ap-
proach	 to	 reality.	‘A	 lay	person	viewing	reality’	 is	how	an	artist’s	
profession	 should	 be	 described	 first	 and	 foremost.	This	 thesis	
won’t	change	even	after	the	current	critical	perspective	on	avant-
garde	art	of	 the	19th	and	20th	centuries.	For	 the	contemporary	
artist,	art	 is	not	defined	as	something	 that	would	make	him	part	
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of	a	professional	or	social	group.	On	the	contrary,	the	artist	doesn’t	
use	his	creativity	 for	social	 legitimation	or	an	“alibi	 for	 living”,	 for	
himself	or	others.	Art	is	more	of	an	existential	choice,	rather	than	
existential	necessity.	A	 lay	author,	perceived	 in	accordance	with	
the	 Greek	 laikos,	 is	 a	 person	 standing	 freely	 while	 facing	 the	
world,	God,	and	himself/herself.	S/he	 is	an	uncontrolled	person	
(in	contrast	with	a	notion	of	kleros),	who	can	sever	their	contacts	
with	art	at	will	and	direct	 their	creative	potential	 in	other,	seem-
ingly	non-artistic	directions,	for	example.

A	“lay”	 person	 finds	 art	 creation	 to	 be	 a	 matter	 of	 personal	
choice,	and	the	artistic	space	is	a	field	where	s/he	can	demon-
strate	and	experiment	with	the	degree	of	his/her	existential	cre-
ativity.	For	this	reason,	a	modern	artist	no	longer	considers	arti-
san	dexterity	to	be	a	necessary	prerequisite	for	creative	work.	

Art	history	has	 increasingly	adopted	a	“lay”	approach	 to	cre-
ativity	alongside	the	gradual	transformation	of	the	artisan	into	an	
artist	through	the	extraction	of	craft	elements	from	classical	dis-
ciplines,	but	also	by	discovering	new	artistic	 forms	and	media	
that	 require	a	non-craft	character,	such	as	performance	art,	ar-
tistic	events,	experimental	theater,	video,	etc.

This	 is	not	 the	 time	 to	elaborate	on	 the	changes	since	1980	
that	have	made	obsolete	such	views	on	“modernity”	and	on	 the	
interpretation	of	 the	“lay	person”	or	“professional”.	This	publica-
tion	moreover	 lacks	 the	necessary	 room	to	venture	such	an	en-
deavour.	 But	 what	 I	 can	 say	 for	 now	 is	 that	 I	 am	 sure	 these	
changes	were	neither	useless	nor	momentary.	Some	years	later,	
I	 reviewed	the	documentation	of	a	highly	amateur	and	non-pro-
fessional	event	whose	publication	as	you	can	tell	was	also	ama-
teur,	and	I	realized	I	wanted	to	highlight	two	points.	Namely,	that	
allowing	professionalism	to	 take	 its	 rightful	place	 is	equally	 im-
portant	as	shaking	 the	 impression	 that	 it	should	be	applied	ev-
erywhere.	The	imperfection	of	amateurism	breathes	freedom	and	
its	errors	invoke	enthusiasm.	Its	“inconsistencies”	and	sketchiness	
can	inspire	us.	May	this	reminiscence	on	3SD	motivate	the	pres-
ent-day	young	specialists	to	an	unprofessionalism	and	the	future	
professionals	to	artistic	amateurism.

Translated	from	Slovak	by	Jana	Krajnakova
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