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Large shows with full on researched content and a statement growing from same-

level voices, against the backdrop of the surface-based, colourful & performative-

depressive art of the posthuman era, where statements are made with a song and 

often melt into the filtered air of Instagram. A judicious choice in he case of the 

OFF Biennale, given the suspicion with which its second edition was awaited. 

After what the artworld interpreted as a spontaneous and very loud political 

shout against the current fascist regime in Hungary, the second edition could only 

have become a failed attempt to replicate the freshness of the first or, at best, an 

overdetermined political positioning which would have alienated artists and given 

too much credit to politics. 
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The previous explosion of over 100 shows in the city was replaced with a tightly 

curated selection of 40 projects, orchestrated by a core team and produced in 

partnership with the hosting institutions (mostly off spaces and private galleries, 

but also foreign cultural institutes). Quite importantly, all the projects were chosen 

to respond to this yearôs theme, Gaudiopolis (City of Joy), and often the core team 

co-curated shows or events. The result was the simultaneous activation of all the 

important spaces in Budapest, which made the city look like an art haven. 

The choice of the theme reflects, in my opinion, a typical evolution of our 

generation. The initial outcry, a direct response to injustice, voiced out by angry 

young people who know they can make the world a better place, is flattened out by 

rhetoric and financial cuts. Then follows a period of self-criticism and many get 

lost along the way. But those who continue understand that the fight requires new 

weapons and a re-evaluation of our old ones, the ones we have been handed over by 

previous generations. OFF is attempting to feed joy into the machines: joy 

understood as new horizon, recovery of a short period (1945-1947)when Budapest 

was the seat of a mostly Jewish childrenôs republic based on equality and help 

among its members who had been rescued from the War, organised by the anti-

Nazi Lutheran pastor & resistance hero G§bor Sztehlo. Surely, an episode cropped 

to the current needs so as to highlight inclusive community work, regardless of its 

links to institutions we no longer trust in, such as the church. 

Many of these ideas coincide with similar localized attempts all over the world, 

each drawing on a chosen past and incorporating the findings of the present. Truth 

be told, there is no real joy in any of these attempts, nor is there in Budapest: joy is 

more like a code word for work, research, moving away from immobility and 

depression, joy as non-despair, so at least a first step away from criticism, from 

deconstruction, from being crushed by our own weapons. The premise is also 

something one can experience in Romania ï only, I have to say with regret, we are 

not able to move on and take the step that requires collective work. 

The projects make a point in observing the theme closely, something which one 

rarely encounters at an event of such scale. And I do not mean observe in the way 

that curators respond to themes like viva arte viva in what are now essentially 

luxurious displays for even more luxurious goods. Here, there was a clear effort to 

make content significant, to counter neoliberal claims that the past doesnôt matter 




