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Remembering Hungary 1956 in Bulgaria

A brief overview on the commemorative events in Bulgaria, with an emphasis on two
different exhibitions. All these events remind and inform the Bulgarian public about events
that were shrouded in silence for many years, and try to consider the impact of Hungarian
events in Bulgaria. The text stresses on how important visual events and performances are for
keeping a memory alive.
Bulgaria marks the anniversary of the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 in a number of
ways. The major Daily newspapers in Sofia reminded the chronology of events to their
readers, publishing a number of photos. However, the articles did not attempt to analyze the
events as part of the process of consolidation of communist regimes in East-Central Europe.
The emphasis of the majority of publications is on the links between the events in 1956 and
the current unrest in Budapest. ‘Standard’ daily from Oct 25th published a document under the
headline ‘Budapest is back to 1956’ commenting on the demonstrations (from Oct 23rd) in the
Hungarian capital. The paper published two photos. The first one showed Hungarian rebels
from 1956 waving the national flag on a captured Soviet tank. Next to it is the second photo
showing the current demonstrators in Budapest mounted on a Soviet tank taken over from the
street exhibition commemorating the event.
The anniversary of the revolution of 1956 was also marked by a series of events
organized by the Hungarian Cultural Institute in Sofia. The center organized the show of four
films. For the first time, Bulgarian audiences had the opportunity to see the film ‘The one who
was not buried’ in honor of Imre Nagy. The center also organized two exhibitions. One of
them was prepared under the theme ‘Hungarian Revolution of 1956’ and presented by the
National Museum of Military History in Budapest. It contains series of photos with short
commentaries. This exhibition was shown in the University of Sofia, a fact that is indicative
of its intended audience.
The second exhibition was displayed in the Hungarian center and will be displayed
in regional centers, as well as Sofia. The emphasis in this exhibition is to focus more on the
1

actual demonstrations, the fallen symbols of Soviet occupation (the decapitated statue of
Stalin for example), and the locations of the headquarters of the rebel forces. There are also
some materials showing the demonstrations outside of Budapest. The Soviet invasion and the
bloodshed on ‘Lajos Kossuth’ square are shown in photos from the time. The exhibition
seems to stress the mass nature of the rebellion and the spirit of the people participating in it,
rather than focusing on specific political personalities. The photographs are overwhelming of
young people looking enthusiastic and resolute. The pictures of the victims are particularly
touching.
The exhibition is clearly intended to stress the importance of the visual material as
a way to preserve the history and the common memory. The very title of the exhibition is
intended to that direction: ‘Hidden, confiscated, used as corroborating evidence’. The photos
were collected from private and state archives. The commentaries give information of the
events while telling the history of the author and the circumstances in which the photos were
taken and preserved, including their use as evidence for the incarceration of even executions
of participants in the revolution.
Part of the events that marked the Revolution of 1956 focused on the impact of
Hungarian events in Bulgaria. Professor Plamen Doinov gave a lecture on the impact of the
Hungarian Revolution on the Bulgarian literature. A collection of documents testifying the
reaction of Bulgarian Communist leadership and the wider public was published, including
materials from secret archives.
All these events and initiatives remind and inform the Bulgarian public about events
that were shrouded in silence for many years. In summary: all aspects of the Hungarian
Revolution – political leadership and their destiny, the mass nature of the resistance, its
direction and purpose, the consequences and impact on an individual level and the impact of
the events on the political situation in Bulgaria – are reflected in these events.
Concerning the anniversary of the revolution in Hungary 1956, I have to say that it is
not the majority of the Bulgarian population that is interested in this event. Maybe it is partly
because in the past there was little known about Hungary 1956, and now it is associated with
the "Soviet past" of the country, which is also still a very controversial topic. As I already
mentioned there were not many media events connected to Hungary 1956 in Bulgaria, which
more or less proves that statement.
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