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Creativity, Collaboration and Enlightenmer
Miklos Erdély’s “Art Pedagogy”

Miklos Erdély was a charismatic thinker who instructed, influenced and in
spired various groups of people during his life. He was trained as an archito
and worked for various state architectural offices. Later he became a filmim
writing and directing experimental films in a small state-run film company, |
Béla Balazs Film Studio. At the same time, he was a poet and theorist of art
joined the Happening and Conceptual art movements and later becamuo i
of the leading figures of the Hungarian neo-avant-garde. He devisad his (i1
artistic actions in the late sixties and his subsequent cultural activity includ
organizing events and exhibitions and running semi-official amateur arl ¢l
es, In addition to being an alternative form of art education, Erdély’s padag
gical activity was a collaborative activist praxis aimed at changing participa
way of thinking in accordance with his revolutionary theory of art, From his
experience as an avant-garde poet and amateur filmmaker, Erdély elabaral
a specific montage theory which combined and mutually confronted differ
types of knowledge ranging from the aesthetics of film to the paradoxos ol
modern science and Zen Buddhism.'

1 Forfurtherinterpretations on the significance of science in Erdély's arl
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In the mid-1960s, Erdély hosted the first Hungarian happening? and
hncame aware of the new artistic practices in Eastern Europe through his
‘wlationship with artists from the younger generations like Gabor Altorjay
ind Tamas Szentjéby. A few years later, he turned into an “action artist” whose
iclions were based on his own semi-poetic, semi-scientific texts. His first
iclions, in summer 1968, were entitled Three Quarks to King Marke and made
Amultaneous references to the theories of quantum physics, the eventsin
Jars in May 1968, and the communist society of control.? In the early 1970s
o regularly contributed to events organized by Tamas Szentjoby in the spirit

[ Fluxus. One of their joint events, realized together with Laszlé Beke, The
Nolf Is Coming! dlrectly referred to the consciousness transforming power

f modern science as well as new art practices. The subtitle, Popular Science
Loctures - Attitude Shaping Practices wittily represented the educational in-
ontions of Fluxus and Szentjéby (Parallel Course / Study Track ).* Erdély’s own
iction at this event, CETI {(Communication with Extraterrestrial Intelligence)
onfronted his epistemologically oriented poem (“Mondolat,” a composite of
ho Hungarian for “sentence” and “thought”) on the resemblance of particle
shysics and religious thinking to the uninformative and administrative reso-
ulions of a Soviet-American conference on the topic.® In 1974, Erdély himself
irganized a series of popular science lectures under a title “Event Horizon,”
hat reflected on both the new cosmology of black holes and the praxis of

luxus. Erdély himself held the first lecture, Possibility Inquiry, addressing

ho scientific conditions for time travel. Beyond their avant-garde mentali-

y, 'he Wolf Is Coming! events and the “Event Horizon” series, with popular
oclures on politics and science held in local cultural centers, also evoked and
\ppropriated, or mimicked, the spirit of the communist control society in its
iltempts to educate and enlighten the working class.

[he semi-official milieu of people’s education was also the setting of
rdaly’s first art course, held in a Budapest cultural center. In the summer of
V75, Taméas Papp, a public education organizer and a fan of neo-avant-garde
it invited him to lead the sculpture course in the Ganz- MAVAG (Hungarian

Lalo Rail Carriage Factory) Cultural Center. Before starting his course,
rdoly consulted with artist Dora Maurer, the leader of the center’s drawing

2  Onlhe 1966 happening performed by Gabor Altorjay and Tamas Szentjoby

in the collar of Erdély’s relative Istvan Szenes, see The Lunch (In Memoriam Batu
Khan) (Budapest: tranzit hu, 2011), and http. //tranzit org/exhibitionarchive/
the-lunch=in=memoriam/

3 Fradély's actions were parl ol the event "Do You See What | See” presented at [par
wry, Budapest Formore information see hitp //ranzil org/exhibilionarchive/ipartery/
Wil Parallel Chror nes An exhibition in newst 16! format, ed Ddra Hegyl, Sandor
Harmyik and Zsuzsa Laszia (Budapast tranzit hu, 2011), 20
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course, to change the traditional approach by which workers and youth wi
taught art in a way that prepared them for the entrance exam to the Collat
of Fine Arts. Erdély and Maurer led the new sculpture course together an
gave it an unusual name: “Motion Planinnig and Execution Actions.” Acco
ing to Maurer, the main inspiration for changing the name of the sculpture
course and the general approach to art was a seminar at the 1971 Munich
Kunstzone, where the composer Mauricio Kagel experimented with theal:
cal performances in a way that involved movement exercises. Kagel's Now
Musik course was not the only source of inspiration for Erdély and Maurer
instance, they were familiar with the pedagogical work of Joseph Beuys at
both of them took part in Fluxus inspired events and exhibitions in Budajt
and Balatonboglar.®

Rejecting the sculpture drawing exercises that had made up the first
of the previous sculpture course, Erdély and Maurer transformed the trad
tional relationship between artist and model. Participants became bolh ai
and models and had to carefully compose, or “plan” the models’ pose usin
various devices, such as strings. They were encouraged to depart from the
easily perceptible world and attempt to plan and present unusual scenas
positions (e.g., in the case of the exercise "Reconstructing the Position ol
Covered Human Body”). Later, Erdély set various constraints on the partit
pants’ “artistic” activity. This involved “passivity exercises,” which metaphe
ically modeled the actual social conditions of art and creativity under the
dictatorship of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party. In the “Chain-Drav
exercise, for example, the participants, sitting in a circle, made drawings w
their right hand using the charcoal in their neighbor’s left hand while allow
the charcoal in their own left hand to be directed by the neighbor. In “Dra
while Disturbed,” the participants had to obstruct their neighbors, by whi
ever means, during the act of drawing. Moreover, Erdély discoverad the il
erating, creative effects of absurd or paradox assignments. He instructod
participants, forinstance, to draw the outlines of each other’s shadows sir
taneously. Erdély and Maurer also used other media (photo, film and video
to demonstrate the paradoxes of depiction and representation. They davi
exercises in which participants had to react to the movements of a camer.
to photographic flashes.

In the spring of 1276, Erdély and Maurer changed the name of the cour
to “Creativity Exercises.” They recommended that participants read Erika
Landau’s The Psychology of Creativity, and the notion of creativity played
eminent role in the first and only public exhibition to come out of the cour
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"Creativity and Visuality.”” While the counter-cultural activities of happening
and Fluxus were prohibited in the first half of the 1970s, research into creativ-
ity was officially legitimate in Hungary and given official support.? The official
context of creativity was directly political, deriving from what was referred to in
lhe Eastern Bloc as “the scientific technological revolution” but in fact con-
sisted of Cold War competition in scientific development. It is possible to see

[ rdély’s approach as using the phraseology of the official cultural politics but
slightly redirecting it (like a Situationist) from its original ends. He was primarily
aiming to shape, instead of “superior socialist man,” the ideal survivor (or rebel
with a critical consciousness), a person who is able to react creatively in any
area of society.

In addition to this ideological detournément, Erdély favored the new
democratic idea of creativity, in opposition to the traditional cult of the genius.
e cited Landau’s book in stating that creativity is not an ability but a state
of mind.? Erdély also found a significant role for the state of mind or simply
lhe state of an individual in his montage theory. This combines such mutually
paradoxical or contradictory theories as particle physics, philosophy of mind,
paychoanalysis, general linguistics, utopian Marxism and Zen Buddhism.'@ In
Lhe center of his theory stands the overtly paradoxical “principle of extinction
of meaning” and “state communication” (the communication of a specific en-
lightened state of mind). The latter enables the artist to reach the beholder’s
mind and communicate revolutionary ideas intended to change the behold-
o1's way of thinking. The principle of extinction of meaning is essentially based
on the avant-garde theories of collage and montage but includes elements
from various scientific and spiritual theories that apply the notion of paradox
Lo represent unresolvable contradictions. From an epistemological perspec-
tive, Erdély developed a Zen Buddhist philosophy of art and science in which
ihe confrontation and contradictions of different images, ideologies and

7  The exhibition was held in another cultural center, the Jozsefvaros Exhibition Hall
between May 29 and June 20. There, Erdély and Maurer presented drawings and
photographic documentation of their courses (Maurer’s drawing course and their
joint Creativity Exercises), and they invits {the members of the Hunganan Stud
for New Music to lake part in the exercises organized in the exhibition space at the
pening
8  Inthe late sixties and the early sevenlies, several academic researchers focused of
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theories could generate a kind of intellectual satori" (a sudden awareno:
of a higher consciousness), a sort of individual enlightenment.’

While the Creativity Exercises were in progress, in spring 1977, Erdaly
his first opportunity to make a solo show in another cultural center, this i
in Budadrs near Budapest. This provided him with another type of space
visualize his new revolutionary, consciousness-changing philosophy of a
science. Hidden Green was an environment-like exhibition and at its spi
tual core were subversive scientific paradoxes (Russell’s Paradox,'” Godi
Theorem,'* Duhem-Quine Thesis'®), placed there to urge creative and di
gent thoughts in the beholder. In the small room that constituted the ox
tion space, Erdély merged several scientific metaphors and everyday syt
according to the principle of extinction of meaning. Hidden Green invol
green-lit table on a hay-covered floor, a deer feeder-like structure with «
den green stripe of textile, a surrealistically long broom and a strange “cl
made of wrapping paper supported by wooden sticks. After the vernissa
Erdély would have liked to write the name of Kurt Goédel on the cloud to
it obvious that the “underpinned” cloud is a scientific metaphor that rofe
to the Incompleteness Theorem and its epistemological relativization ol
“sacred” absolute validity of rationalism and scientific knowledge.'* Thous
of the environment were illuminated by green light, symbolizing the hap
and utopian function of art. This evoked the slightly occult (cabbalist) b
essentially Marxist philosophy of Ernst Bloch, whose writings were famil
Erdély at that time."” Furthermore, Erdély rethought Bloch's utopian fun:
of art and Herbert Marcuse’s notion of the Marxist utopia as he suggosti
his commentary to the environment that it embodies hope hidden in art

11 Japanese Buddhist term for awakening and comprehension, usually tra
enlightenment

12 See Miklés Erdély, “Theses for the Marly Conference of 1980, trans John |
in Primary Documents: A Sourcebook for Eastern and Central Europecin Arl

1950s, ed. Laura Hoptman and Tomas Pospiszyl (New York Musaum of Mead
2002), 99-101; and Miklos Erdély, “Optimistic Lecture,” trans. Katalin Or b
on the Construction of a Spaceship Module, ed Vit Havranek, Dora Megy

Scholhammer (New York New Museum, 2014), 5«6
13 Alogical paradox of set theory discovered by Bartrand Russ

14  The theorem published by Kurt Godel in 1931 demonstrates that it is |
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ing the beholder to the table where a green pencil and sheets of paper were
wailing for his or her contemplation on the function of art and science. This
gesture could be regarded a sort of call for a more direct participation in the
environment and the community, or in the collective world of socialism.

In summer 1977, Erdély and Maurer were fired from the Ganz-MAVAG
Cultural Center because of their unusual methods and growing fame but
[rdely continued to work with his course, which he renamed FAFEJ - Fantasy
Leveloping Exercises, which means wooden-head or blockhead in Hungarian.
I the FAFEJ course, Erdély left the traditional field of visual representation
and focused solely on the processes of thinking. Its main aim was to question
he evidence underlying art and science. The participants had to collect and
discuss the artistic afd scientific systems of thought they knew. After the dis-
cussions, they had to answer mostly paradoxical or absurd questions concern-
ing the future of the world. Erdély imposed strict constraints on their answers,
such as using only 3 words, or drawing a diagram. By the end of the course,
[rdely was increasingly absorbed in Zen thinking and required the participants
to answer him in koans.

In the autumn of 1978, FAFEJ changed its name to InDiGo Course. InDiGo
1 0 Hungarian acronym derived from “interdisciplinary thinking” and also
means carbon copy paper. Erdély often used carbon paper as-an artistic mate-
talin his drawings and in some of his environments. Some of the participants
who atlended the Academy of Fine Arts urged Erdély to let them do some-
hing to show their developed creativity and fantasy. This led to the organizing
ol thematic study exhibitions planned and intended to visualize the students’
now way of thinking about art and science. Although these exhibitions still took
place in the world of semi-official art, in cultural centers, far from the official
axhibition venues, this activity and artistic approach was still tolerated, “inter-
lisciplinarity” being another legitimate scientific buzzword of the era. The topic
o each exhibition was decided through a process of “scientific” collectivism,
1kind of common thinking process or brainstorming at gatherings where
weryona wrote down or drew their own ideas on pieces of paper. After the
rainstorming, they discussed the individual ideas and planned the exhibition
ogether. Usually, the participants chose a single visual medium or notion to

antemplate and reflect on, like “Coal and Charcoal Drawing,” “Sand and Its
arims of Movement,” “Weight,” “Painting” and “Faith.” The only exception was
hair last study exhibition of the school year, the “Artists’ Exit” which was devot-
il lo semiotics and the social role of art,

Although their first exhibition, “Coal and Charcoal Drawing,” was evidently
oncerned with a single medium of art, Erdély and the participants extended
he field of reflection to the scientific and social context of coal and carbon.
hey referred to chemistry, biology, literature (Franz Kafka's “Bucket Rider")

i evaryday life in the Academy of Fine Arts. The latter involved re-appro
ating nude studhes found adorning the walls of the Academy boiler room,
iousing its coal-fired furnaces. In contrast with this culturally diverse interpre
atian ol coal, the “Paimnting” exhibition confined itself ta analyzing the medium
Lsoll, But, ina way, decanstructing it both conceptually and literally. [t featured

‘Lredlivity, L.ellabaraltlon and enhghtenment

three heaps of pulverized paint (red, white, black) on the floor enclosed by
empty frames that could be moved on pulleys, embodying the boundaries
art. Also, hanging from the ceiling was a large pane of glass decked with to
plunger cups, an allegorical and ironic representation of the gaze of the be
holder and the power of art. The group mostly made jointly planned them:
exhibitions, although most of the members also decided to show individu
works. The last art course organized by Erdély and the InDiGo Group was |
InDiGo Drawing Course held in the prestigious Museum of Fine Arts, Bud
in 1982/83. Course participants were given exercises reflecting on the pro
ing post-conceptual and postmodern status of art and painting and then I
to comment on them. The exercises were: “beautiful but bad drawing,” “ug
but powerful drawing,” “a good theme poorly rendered,” “mirage,” “sticky
nigques,” “overdone drawing” and “drawing for galleries.”

When this course was still in progress, however, Erdély intensively enga
in individual philosophically oriented action and gesture painting, a chang:
direction that could be interpreted as a failure of collaborative creative pra
However, four years after his death in 1986, following the political changes
1989/90, it was Erdély’s theories of art and education that inspired his for
mer InDiGo collaborators, Miklés Peterndk and Janos Sugar, to launch the
Intermedia Department in the Hungarian Academy of Fine Arts, Budapos!

Erdély’s pedagogical activity gave him the chance to test the montage
theory he had elaborated in the 1970 and to apply his thoughts on “state
communication” and refine them with the collaborative ideas of Fluxus arnc
Happening.'® In Creativity Exercises and his later courses, the position of tI
beholder — the audience before which he had presented his previous aclit
— was replaced by that of a collaborative participant. Consequently, Erdeély
alternative art pedagogy could be seen as a significant part of the history o
participatory art, which starts with Dada and Constructivism and includes
ideologically diverse practices as Situationism, Happening, Fluxus and the
new genre public art.'” While making a comparative analysis of artistic prac
tices in Prague, Bratislava and Moscow, Claire Bishop emphasized the sign
icance of how Western participatory art was adapted in the East (Fluxus ar
Happening) against the political and cultural background of Soviet collec i
Like Milan Knizak in Prague, Alex Mlynaréik and Stano Filko as well as Juliu
Kollerin Bratislava, Erdély critically reinterpreted and re-situated Westorn
Actionism in his epistemologically oriented utopian actions. At the same ti
his ironic detournément of “official” creativity research evoked the attitude
Przemystaw Kwiek and Zofia Kulik in Warsaw as they reinterpretad from thi
perspective of Actionism Oskar Hansen's art pedagogy based on Open o
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theory. Nevertheless, Erdély’s epistemological orientation did not embrace
the radical political connotations of KwieKulik’s appropriation of family life,
and was more comparable with Andrei Monastyrsky’s outlandish and covert
“collectivism.”

However, if we adapt Grant Kester’s criticism of the esoteric language and
spirit of the avant-garde, Erdély’s utopian ideas of a revolutionary new meta-
physics based on the paradoxical epistemology of Zen and modern science
could be considered as a formative but still misconceived endeavor to create
real social communication and new communities.?® In this regard, Erdély’s ho-
listic approach to art and social communication could be connected to Joseph
Beuys's Steinerian ideas. Erdély’s notions and theories were more inspired by
scientific knowled§e, however, and unlike Beuys, he did not regard his ped-
agogical activity as an artistic practice per se. Nevertheless, his educational
aclivity on the FAFEJ course and his later collaboration with the InDiGo Group
could be interpreted as a sort of “social sculpture” in a Beuysian sense, since
he regarded the exhibitions of INDiGo as an “illustration” or visualization of his
revolutionary pedagogical work.
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Mauricio Kagel, Probe: Versuch fur ein improvisiertes Kollektiv
[Rehearsal: Expariment for an Improvised Collactive], 1971 (im
ages of the Hamburg Perlormance in 19/72) Similar Lo the Kagel
warkshop that Miklés Fidaly and Dara Maurer participated in at
the 1971 "Kunstzone” Featival in Munich, Probe bullt on axarcises
determined by the participants, using the methods of imitation

and invention
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Miklés Erdély, Dirac in Front
of the Box Office, reading

action, part of the event “Three

Quarks to King Marke,” at the
Iparterv State Architecture
Office, Budapest, 1968. The
caption reads: “Truth is in this
direction.”

Miklds Ercaly, CETI
(Cammunication with
Extraterrastrial intelligence),
nction reading, part of the
wsvant "The wolf s caming!,”
Ciang MAVAG Cultural
Canter, Dudapast, 1971
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[dra Maurer, Once We Went,
photo action with the partic
pation af Miklds Erdély, Tilior
Gidyor, Gydrgy Jovanovics,
[éra Mavrer and Tarmias
Seontjaby, Dalatonbogldr,
Chapal Studio, 1972
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Mikldn Erdaly, “The quantity of idlaas, the gquantity af reallzation
fram the exhibition calalog ool tery &880 (Budapest, 1900), 75

Lreativity, Lollaboration anda cnignieninent

MYSTICISM

N

Koan
meditative

PSYCHOLOGY

0

bisociation
allocentrist

N

desire structure
dream technique

7

SEX

PHILOSOPHY
% il SCIENCI
dialectic
Popper's third world /
complementary

nonnormative

MONTAGE \

paradigmatic

LANGUAC
modulation
techniquo
realigning MUSIC
utopistic
REVOLUTION

Miklin Eidaly, Maontage Diagroam (o Foglish tranalation), 1975



10 Sandor Hornyik AAdEalvily, LUnaluldliiial il LHIHYEILS e i

Opaning of the axhibition "Creativity and Visuality," Jézaelvaros
Exhilsition Hall 1926 “Tactile exercise” lad by Miklds Frdély,
“Dirawing whille Disturbed” Coytirgy Cialantal and Daia Maurer, based an the idea of Lujza
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Conland Charcoal Drawing,” the exhibition
uf the InDIGo Group, Marczibanyi Youth
Community Cantar, Club of the Communist
Youth League, Budapest, 1978

Miklds Erdély's anvironment Brestail showing charcoal nude study covered
Hidden Green under construc- withiehicken nat and charcoal nude drawing
tion in the Mar Jokal Cultural Hghited by stovepipe

Mouse, Budadis, 1977

Dratail shiowing ballons filled with diffeiaent
Miklén I relely, Hiddiden Green, materials sontalning gosl
M Jakai Cultural House,
Hiclatis, 1977
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InbiGia Group, Temporary Sculpture Made of Catton at the
wahibition “Mard and Soft Post Canceptual Tendencies” curated

G Caranp budleling s exhibition “Painting " MOM, Arpial |
by Laszla Nake, Oiliuds Gallary, 1901

sits Cultuial Canter Budapesl, 1979
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G Group, the exhibition of the Drawing Course in the
Museum of Fine Arts, Dudapest, 1989

Wtk made for the assignments “Mirage” and “Drawing for
Cinllorios’
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Colloective work of the “girls”
for the assignment “Beautiful,
but bad drawing”

lanos Szirtes’s work, Map, (or
the assignment "Good thema
pootly rendarad”

Tanos Sugar's work,

Confe tioncary Industry, far
the guslgnment “Cood theme
poatly rendeied”

R,

R i

L g

- ) *‘ ‘ ‘.
; * L]




