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Civilian contribution to the Pécs2010 ECC initiative,
the case of a critical review: ECHO

Péter P. Müller

University of Pécs, Hungary

Local intellectuals, art, music, and literary historians, architects, and journalists founded a critical review in 1998 in Pecs to reflect on the lively cultural life of the town. Besides writing reviews, criticism on the local cultural events—including exhibitions, concerts, theatre premieres, new buildings etc.—the editors have given detailed and broad surveys of specific artistic forms, cultural tendencies and phenomena from the very first issue.

The principal values of the cultural and artistic periodical have been authenticity, professional grounding, analysis and argument, clear statements, avoiding professional jargon, to create an intellectual community based on shared aesthetic values.

The journal was founded and published as a bi-monthly, but a year before it has become a quarterly. The number of copies was 1000 per issue in the first years, nowadays it is approximately 600.

From the beginning the average structure of an issue has included:

· first page (journalism – on some actual cultural phenomena, issue; since 2005 it has been a fictive letter from Pecs to America from a foreigner’s view)

· permanent columns: on classical music; on pop music, on fine arts, on theatre, on architecture, portrait of an artist (painter, actor etc.), interview, short reviews, essays on cultural politics, cultural tendencies etc.

The reviews have reflected upon not only the artistic products of local artists, but guest performances in various artistic forms, like recently the concerts of José Carreras in 2007, and Plácido Domingo in 2008 and 09, etc.

Reviewing and shaping the cultural life of Pecs has included comparing the local events and tendencies to the national and international trends, putting the local into a global context. This broader context of the cultural life of Pecs has lead the editors to raise the issue of Pecs as European Capital of Culture as early as 2002 when Hungary still had two years to become member of the European Union. 
In the 2002/5-6 issue (published in December), there had been surveys of Pecs as a provincial place, local cultural politics, the condition of cultural institutions, and broad reviews of classical and popular music, fine arts, etc. At this time nobody thought in Pecs or in any other Hungarian town about the ECC project and application yet.
To raise the issue of ECC, in 2003 when Graz (sister town of Pecs) bore the title of European Capital of Culture, some members of the editorial board paid a visit to the Austrian town to get first hand experiences. The result has become a special section in the 2003/5-6 issue, introducing Graz’s achievements for the public of Pecs. 
– ECHO 2003/5-6: on the cover (which always includes the same visual motifs taken from the current issue) one can discover a part of the artificial island on the Mura river.
· the first article summarized the history of ECC,
· the special section included a short encyclopedia on the Graz experiences with such entries as, graffiti, bridges, jazz, continental breakfast, public transport, house of arts,
· the articles presented the way how Graz had prepared for the application, how the management had been organized, showed the new buildings, the significant events, and the general impression of living / staying in Graz, including the structure of the city centre, public transportation, areas for pedestrians etc.  

In October 2004, a civilian conference took place in Pecs, dedicated to the chances of Pecs to apply for the ECC title. The conference was initiated and organized by Jozsef Takats, historian of ideas, university lecturer, who later wrote the winning application. All major lectures of the conference were published in the 2004/5-6 issue. 

– ECHO 2004/5-6: the special section dedicated to the conference is titled, Suggestions for the application of Pecs, and it includes the areas of architecture (new buildings, institutions), theatre (focusing on dance and puppet), fine arts (main exhibitions, visual projects), and literature (writers in residence program, festival of journals, etc.)

From this time on ECC has become a permanent topic in ECHO, there has been no issue which would not include the ECC topic, in different forms. The local developments have appeared in the form of interviews with determining participants, essays presenting and criticizing cultural concepts and projects, richly illustrated articles presenting and interpreting the winning architectural plans for the major buildings (Conference and Concert Hall, Knowledge Center, Great Exhibition Place, Zsolnay Cultural District, Renovation of Public Spaces). Besides the journal has presented the cultural diversities of other ECC cities, to give examples to the local organizers and decision makers on how ECC has been handled and managed elsewhere.

There is no time and need to present all issues related to the ECC project, therefore I present only some of those which have dealt with other European Capitals of Culture, and first the one which was prepared for the international jury’s visit in October 2005. These issues are:
2005/4-5: thematic issue on regionalism

2006/3: Lille, interview with Gyorgy Karsai 

2007/4: Liverpool, interview with Bill Chambers 

2007/5-6: Sibiu, report by Antal Bokay

2008/1: Luxembourg, interview with Robert Garcia artistic director

2008/4: Liverpool, report by Peter P. Muller

             Stavanger – interview with Anne Britt Strømnes artistic director

2009/2: Linz, thematic issue based on the visit of the editorial board.

– ECHO 2005/4-5: the issue includes conceptual chapter’s of Pecs’s application, cultural town development and regionalism, regionalism and decentralization, the chances of cultural industry, culture as a miracle weapon for economical development, projects: the cultural lake of Europe (Balaton), initiatives in the Trans-Danubian region; review of the seven Hungarian applications.
– ECHO 2006/3: The Example of Lille / Interview with György Karsai on the ECC of 2004 

(by PMP). The interviewed person is a university professor, a classical philologist and theatre critic, teaching in Pecs and the Theatre and Film Academy in Budapest, who from 2002 had been a visiting professor in Lille. In the interview he tells his year-long experiences of Lille’04, including the way how the ECC project had been organized, the major projects and events (like the Rembrandt and Picasso exhibition, Peter Brook’s directing), and the ECC’s influence on tourism, and the local citizens.
I was present at the foundation of UNeECC in December 2006 at the University of Pecs, where I met Professor Bill Chambers from Liverpool Hope University. We kept in touch and I approached him with the idea to inform me about the preparation in Liverpool for the 2008 ECC year.
– ECHO 2007/4: The Renaissance of Liverpool / Interview with Professor Bill Chambers

(by PMP) The interview was made via e-mail, based on a questionnaire which was later used for interviewing other ECC representatives, always adopted to the local specialities
Questionnaire:

1. What has been you involvement in the ECC project? When have you joined the program?

2. How big is the town and which are the most characteristic features of it culturally and economically?

3. Which are the representative cultural institutions of the town? Are there new institutions founded for the ECC year? What change does ECC mean for these cultural institutions?

4. How the ECC management is organized, what is its relation to the city bureaucracy (politics)?

5. What is the role of the universities in the ECC project? What projects, programs you (or they) have initiated?

6. What is the role of the citizens, young people in the ECC project? How strong is the civilian participation?

7. Would those developments which now take place because of the ECC have happen anyhow? If yes/no, why?

8. What have been the basic conflicts (if any) during the preparation for the ECC year, and among whom (e.g. old and new institutions, civilians vs. politicians etc.)?

9. Which have been the most significant events/projects in the ECC season?

10. What do you think about the influence of ECC on the city, on the region and on you personally? 

– ECHO 2007/5-6: Sibiu 2007: The Re-constructed Capital of Culture (by Antal Bokay) 

Prof. Antal Bokay, that time vice-president of UP, participated the annual UNeECC conference in Sibiu and had been asked to write an article on his experiences of this ECC.
(He reported on the reconstruction of historic building in the downtown, on projects like, ‘Walk across history, meet Hermann’ etc.), referring to positive examples to be followed by Pecs 
– ECHO 2008/1: A Shining Cultural Season: Luxembourg 2007 / Interview with Robert Garcia artistic director (by PMP). The interview was made via e-mail, based on a questionnaire mentioned above. New institutions (Museum of Modern Arts, Philharmonics, The Hall of Rock Music), cooperation with Sibiu, major events (Great Constantin Emperor exhibition, All We Need exhibition, Total Theatre Festival etc.), influence on the community (88% satisfied, 43 % involved as participant or audience).
– ECHO 2008/4: Liverpool Postcard & Interview with Anne Britt Strømnes artistic director of Stavanger2008 ECC (by PMP)
The Liverpool Postcard was based on my experiences during the annual UNeECC conference. The article is structured around, major principles and objectives, outstanding events, artistic actions to create community, proceeds of the ECC year.

Strømnes-interview on Stavanger based on the questionnaire.
– ECHO 2009/2: The Treasure is Linz (thematic issue based on the visit of the editorial board), May 1-3, organized via the Linz09 centre. Personal interview with the artistic director.
Articles:
Zsolt Szíjártó: To Build. To Analyze. To Sense. Strategies of Public Spaces in Linz.

Peter P. Müller: Economy – Culture – Nature. Interview with Martin Heller artistic director
Nora Somlyody: Linz – Beyond the cruel rhyme (Stephan Zweig: Linz – Provinz) 

Attila Koszits: Linzmusic 09 (Linzene 09) 

Robert Balogh: From the Steel Town till the one time town of Aczél

Sketches from Linz (brief notices, like logo, info-points, Lentos, In Situ, House of Tales, Hermit in the Tower, Hungarian memories in Linz etc.)  
SUMMARY
These articles, interviews, special sections have demonstrated how other European Capitals of Culture have been presented and articulated themselves in their ECC project, including images, problems, issues, achievements.

This civilian periodical, ECHO has been the only professional and non-professional space in Hungarian media which has discussed the ECC application, project, and realization in such depth and details for the public.
