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In this essay, Veronika Molnar writes about the Hungarian Roma artist Omara (1945-
2020) whose diverse practice challenged the status quo of Hungary’s contemporary
art scene. The essay also highlights the importance of the RomaMoMA project, which
offers a transnational approach to presenting and contextualizing the works of Roma
artists inside and outside the framework of established art organizations.

I paint the story of my life and my opinion about the world

If you frown: do it after me . . .

But your eye be removed as well—and you be a gypsy . . .

Be deeply humiliated everywhere you go from childhood to this day

Otherwise, I’m not interested in your opinion . . .

—Omara, “If you have taken the time to see Omara’s scribbles,” 2011

It took a simple gesture for Omara (Oláh Mara, 1945–2020) to transcend the category
of “naive gypsy painter,” as she liked to call herself, and become an internationally
recognized contemporary artist: handing over her glass eye to Hungarian American
businessman and philanthropist George Soros at the opening of the First Roma
Pavilion at the 52nd Venice Biennial in 2007. Or at least, that is the moment that
curator and art historian Tímea Junghaus has deemed pivotal in reframing Omara’s
artistic practice, in which “actions, media presence, and performances” became an
integral part.  During her lifetime, Omara relentlessly worked on carving out space for
herself and other Roma artists in contemporary art institutions, which have
historically refused to represent the voices of the Roma, even though the Roma are
the biggest ethnic minority in Europe. Omara fought for artistic agency through
painting, public appearances, and actions both inside and outside of art institutions—
from exhibiting her work in a Hungarian prison  to creating the first Roma gallery in
1993 in her apartment.  Her works were recently presented at Documenta 15 in
Kassel, Germany, by RomaMoMA—a transnational, collaborative project of OFF-
Biennále Budapest and the European Roma Institute for Arts and Culture (ERIAC).

Venice Biennale (Velencei Biennále). 2007. Oil on fiberboard, 22 1/16 x 29 15/16 in. (56 x 76 cm). Courtesy
Edit Kőszegi / KuglerArt Gallery, Budapest. Photo courtesy Everybody Needs Art and Longtermhandstand,
Budapest
 
“Hungary—the—Gypsy—woman—at the—Venice—Biennale—2007.VI.7. Mara on the Lido of Venice. Now—you
can—mock—me—whether—I’m—a—painter—or—not?—Omara”

“May my Gypsy God bless you . . .” (“Az én cigány Istenem áldjon . . .”). 2017. Oil on fiberboard, 14 3/16 x 10 1/4
in. (36 x 26 cm). Courtesy Everybody Needs Art and Longtermhandstand, Budapest
 
“May—my—Gypsy—God—bless you!!!!!!!!!!!
If? there is? a heaven?
You will be there! George Soros!!!
This is what I wish.
Those who don’t appreciate that he saved people, should go to hell
I wish. . . . .
To George Soros for his humanity
June 2017
Distinguished Service Award
Gypsy painter Omara”

Born to a Roma family in Monor, Hungary, and raised in humble economic
circumstances, Omara married a “peasant”—as she referred to non-Roma
Hungarians —and juggled raising their daughter with demanding jobs, including often
working as a cleaning lady. She only began making art in 1988, at the age of forty-
three, when she was suffering from a migraine: she drew a portrait of Sophia Loren,
and by the time it was completed, her pain was gone.  Realizing the healing potential
of art-making, Omara began to paint episodes from her life, including her childhood
memories and traumas. As a Romani woman and multiple cancer survivor, her
firsthand experiences of dispossession, sexism, anti-Gypsyism, police violence, and
neglect within the healthcare and education systems became the subjects of many of
her paintings. In the beginning, she was humiliated for her artistic endeavors, even by
family members, but her career quickly took a turn.

Omara always had an ambiguous relationship with art institutions: from early on, she
had good instinct in terms of navigating their power structures but nonetheless played
by her own rules, which were often seen as eccentric or even scandalous. In 1991, at
the beginning of her career, she brought a painting depicting her eye surgery to the
Hungarian National Gallery for evaluation. According to the artist, the director himself
encouraged her to continue working.  The following year, an incident at one of her
early exhibitions in Szeged, Hungary, inspired a complete shift in her approach to
painting and exhibiting work. A self-portrait depicting the artist on all fours, looking
for her glass eye in the grass after a relative’s funeral—a real occurrence—was
mistakenly titled “Mara Resting,” while a double portrait of Omara and her sister was
mislabeled “Lesbians.” When the artist found out what the latter title meant, she was
outraged and painted a picture of lesbians as a gift to the curator.  After this episode,
she began to inscribe her paintings with text to avoid misinterpretation.

Her inscriptions, which she feverishly scribbled onto the surface of the paintings,
often fill all the space around the protagonists in her flat, stylized compositions,
sometimes even running over them. One sentence cuts into another, breaking the
rules of grammar and linearity, forcing viewers to puzzle over the words and images as
they attempt to follow the artist’s tempo and logic. Reconstructing language as a way
to reflect her own unique voice, experience, and frustrations is in itself an act of
defiance, but many of her exclamations are not only narrative, but also performative:
if readers are willing to engage with the text, they might be blessed, cursed, or given
instructions—for example, from “May—my—Gypsy—God—bless you!!!!!!!!!!” to “Think
whatever you want!” Moreover, these exclamations were often extended into physical
space and time. During exhibition openings, television interviews, and video
performances,  the artist frequently read them out loud, laughing, emphasizing, and
adding further context and comments to her statements.

Woven into personal narratives, Omara’s paintings frequently comment on political
events and criticize the systemic discrimination in Hungary against the Roma by the
police, politicians, and others. One of her late paintings depicts the artist with two
policemen, and the inscription reads: “Oh, but I pity you. You will never know what it is
to be a good person—to sleep soundly. I still don’t understand why it—is—not—taught
—to—the—police—that—a—70-year-old—Gypsy—woman—can’t—be—labeled—as—
homeless?” In the text, Omara further describes how she was on her way to a hotel in
Budapest, wearing a turban, to meet with the former Indonesian ambassador when
the police stopped her to ask for her ID. In a short interview video, she adds, “If they
knew I’m making money off of them, they wouldn’t fucking humiliate me.” In another
example, “The peasant can drink in the pub from the social aid?. . .,” Omara calls out
the mayor of Monok, whose legislation restricted how its residents could spend their
government assistance: “Tell the mayor of Monok that my pension is 28,000 Ft [70
USD], he can tell his mother how to spend her pension but not the gypsy.” In an act of
defiance, the artist painted herself and her daughter in the lush garden of her “luxury
shack,” where both Omara and her animals are depicted smoking, as anyone receiving
assistance was not allowed to buy cigarettes with it.

“Oh but I pity you, you will never know what it is to be a good person . . .” (“Ó de sajnállak
benneteket soha nem tudjátok meg mi az hogy jó embernek lenni . . .”). 2014. Oil on fiberboard, 12 13/16 x 23
5/8 in. (32.5 x 60 cm). Courtesy Everybody Needs Art and Longtermhandstand, Budapest
 
“Oh, but I pity you. You will never know what it is to be a good person—to sleep soundly.
I still don’t understand why—it—is—not—taught—to—the—police—that—a—70-year-old—Gypsy—woman—
can’t—be—labeled—as—homeless?
Omara’s miniature paintings: 8500 pieces, 44,000,000 HUF
So—the —sight—of—these—irritated—the—armed—forces
Take—this—‘bathlady’ Mara—in —30-degree—heat—with —a—turban—over—your—head—in —a—dress—
made—out—of—your—daughter’s—skirt—with —bags—in—your hands—just—like—a—Gypsy—you —drove—
to—Pest—with—a—chauffeur
Erzsébet Square 2015 July
To—meet—the—former—Indonesian—ambassador—on—my—favorite—terrace—of—the—Sofitel—Hotel.
The—friend—of—the—ambassador . . . Mara—wanted—to—sit—in—the—shadow—of—the—trees.
What—you—saw—in—me—now—will—be—your—punishment—that—you’ll—be—the—biggest—criminals—
because—before—you—would—come—to—your—senses—you’ll —already—become—alcoholcs—and—drug
—addicts.”

“Because to this day I can’t swim . . .” (“Mert én a mai napig nem tudok úszni . . .”). 2008–17. Mixed media on
fiberboard, 27 9/16 x 39 3/8 in. (70 x 100 cm). Courtesy Everybody Needs Art and Longtermhandstand,
Budapest
 
“Because to this day I can’t swim—at the age of 72—and I love the sea!!! And what would I have wanted—but
to organize a swimming competition—so that they would have learned to swim!!!
No way that Gypsy children go to the street of this racist village to get some lux! I have no time to finish—but
you should know this is also about Mara’s luxury bath!!! www.omara.hu Omara”

Little Mara in First Grade, 1952. 1998. Oil on fiberboard, 19 5/16 x 27 9/16 in. (49 x 70 cm). Ludwig Museum—
Museum of Contemporary Art, Budapest. Photo: József Rosta / Ludwig Museum—Museum of Contemporary
Art / Courtesy HUNGART © 2022 and Everybody Needs Art and Longtermhandstand, Budapest

For more than two decades, Omara’s artistic practice was understood only in the
context of her paintings, yet to fully comprehend the artist’s significance, it is crucial
to analyze her interventions, media appearances, and public exposures—which might
be referred to as performances, although I prefer to use the term “enactments.”
Following Andrea Fraser, using this term allows us to “look past the specifically and
narrowly defined artistic motives and meanings of what we do, framed by art
discourse above all . . . and begin to take into account the full range of motives and
meanings of our activities.”  Omara never named, recorded, or framed these actions
as works of art; indeed, many of them live on in the form of anecdotes and oral
histories, or as video documentation by others. When viewed as integral to Omara’s
body of work, they position the artist as a pioneer in bringing Roma resistance into the
contemporary art institution.

Omara’s most cited and best-remembered enactment is her “I wasn’t invited scene,” in
which she repeatedly interrupted art events and openings featuring her work. On
these occasions, Omara made theatrical entrances to different institutions, and called
out the organizers for failing to invite her to their event—whether or not this was
actually the case—as Junghaus has recalled.  During one such intervention, analyzed
in a roundtable by Tímea Junghaus and sociologist Éva Kovács, she interrupted a
screening at the Kunsthalle in Budapest, appearing in a white dressing gown and white
turban, causing a scene and accusing the organizers of leaving her out. Her
interruptions could seem playful or hostile, depending on one’s awareness of her
practice, but the timing, location, and outfit she wore were always strategically
constructed. As Kovács has pointed out, Omara utilized these actions to carve out
institutional spaces where she could stand.  Junghaus called them “ritualized
productions, which are shaped and repeated under and due to oppression, building on
the power of prohibition and taboos, and fleeing the horror of exclusion.”  In her
interventions, as well as in her media appearances, Omara enacted stereotypes
projected onto her as a means of both provocation and self-protection.

A comparison between Omara’s interventions and the performances of conceptual
artist and cultural critic Lorraine O’Grady’s  alter ego, Mlle Bourgeoise Noire (Miss
Black Middle Class),  demonstrates how Romani women artists’ struggles within
Central and Eastern European art institutions parallel those of Black women artists in
the United States—albeit in a different period and under different sociopolitical
circumstances —and sheds light on how Omara’s work might find its place in the art
historical canon. Mlle Bourgeoise Noire made her debut in 1980 at an opening at Just
Above Midtown, a New York avant-garde art space championing Black artists. Wearing
an evening gown and cape assembled from 180 pairs of white gloves, she performed a
disruptive action in which she whipped herself with cat-o’-nine tails (transformed
from the chrysanthemums she handed out) and shouted poems of protest, one of
which ended in “BLACK ART MUST TAKE MORE RISKS!!!” in criticism of Black artists
she believed were catering to white audiences.  She formulated this “guerilla-theater
intervention”  as a response to the exhibition Afro-American Abstraction, which had
opened earlier that year at the Institute for Art and Urban Resources (now MoMA
PS1).  As Zoé Whitley has pointed out, “With Mlle Bourgeoise Noire, O’Grady could,
from a unique perspective, address both systemic exclusions in the art museum and
prevailing assumptions of what comprised the so-called Black experience in many
culturally specific art spaces.”

Work by Mara Oláh (Omara), 2007–17, and Ceija Stojka, 1996–2009. Installation view, Documenta 15: OFF-
Biennale Budapest, Fridericianum, Kassel, June 14, 2022. Photo: Nicolas Wefers. Courtesy OFF-Biennale
Budapest

Through utilizing different cultural markers and voicing their demands loud and clear,
both Omara and O’Grady disrupted the normative behaviors of art institutions,
pointing out their pervasive whiteness, which was present in the 2000s in Hungary
just as much as it was in the mid-1970s and 1980s in the United States.  But while
O’Grady’s work is finally receiving the attention it deserves,  Omara’s is not. In fact,
her legacy has been more challenging to secure, even though the artist’s estate has
become very active in showcasing her work both locally and internationally.  While
Omara passed away two years ago, a major Hungarian or Eastern European institution
has yet to step forward to hold a large-scale retrospective—the Ludwig Museum in
Budapest could potentially initiate such an exhibition, as it owns eight paintings from
Omara’s renowned blue series.

In response to the question of how the works and legacies of outstanding Roma artists
like Omara could be shepherded, RomaMoMA has offered a potential solution.
Modeled after a “nomadic, flexible institutional operation,” RomaMoMA critically
approaches questions such as how a “Roma Museum of Contemporary Art” could
operate to collect, present, and preserve the works of artists of Roma origin, or how
we could “think about the cultural representation of a people, of an ethnic minority,
without a nation-state behind it?”  While RomaMoMA aims to fill a gap in institutional
representation of Roma artists, it also challenges the principles and practices of
museums built on modernism and aims to contribute to a paradigm shift by
“decolonizing the way in which the museum speaks (or does not speak) on behalf of
communities whose cultural assets—whether an object, an artefact, or a story—have
been stored in warehouses or put on display in exhibition halls for centuries.”  It is
strategic about avoiding monographic presentations of artists  and follows a
nomadic practice with pop-up exhibitions and events. Its latest exhibition, One Day
We Shall Celebrate Again, presented at Documenta 15, featured Omara’s paintings and
a twenty-six-minute-long video of the artist by János Sugár (Omara, 2010), among
work by multiple generations of Roma artists.

While there is growing momentum and interest in exploring the work of Roma artists
across Europe, with Documenta 15 being the latest example, it would not have been
possible without RomaMoMA having paved the way to present their work in a
transnational and collaborative way. Discussing the mission of RomaMoMA on the
platform of MoMA begs the questions: In a future reality, will it be possible to close the
gap between the two entities? Will brick-and-mortar institutions like MoMA —which
is continuously reinventing its curatorial and acquisition strategies to become more
inclusive—amplify the voices of Roma artists so that interventionist alternative
projects will no longer be needed?

János Brückner. Maránál / At Mara’s. 2016. Video: color, 3:21. Courtesy Everybody Needs Art and
Longtermhandstand Budapest.

The second part of this article, “Disrupting the Institution through Language and
Enactment: Omara’s Resistance, Part II,” which focuses exclusively on Omara’s
enactments, has been published on the RomaMoMA blog by the author.
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Into The Void of
Metamorphosis: Thuy-
Han Nguyen-Chi and
Wong Binghao in
conversation
This conversation between filmmaker and
artist Thuy-Han Nguyen-Chi and C-MAP Asia
Fellow Wong Binghao is accompanied by a
two-week screening of Nguyen-Chi’s film
Into The Violet Belly (2022), and a collage by
designer Ghazaal Vojdani that responds to
the conversation.

Thuy-Han Nguyen-Chi and Wong Binghao
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Pulling Meaning Out of
Matter: Reformations of
Ukrainian Cultural
Heritage
This essay highlights the reconstruction of
memory through material culture in
Ukrainian museums since the 1990s. Within
the context of the Bohdan and Varvara
Khanenko National Museum of Arts, the Ivan
Honchar Museum, and the Maidan Museum
—all of which are in Kyiv, Ukraine’s capital—
cultural workers have responded to
politically salient events, including Ukrainian
independence, the Maidan revolution, and
the current war.
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An Underground Bridge
to Georgian
Collectiveness: Finding a
Tribe through Collective
Trauma
What is common and what differs between
Georgian artist collectives of the late 1980s
and those of today are among the questions
explored by curator and researcher Vija
Skangale in this text.

Vija Skangale
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encounter with Marta Staņa (1913–1972)
and her work in architecture occurred in
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The Fragile Body and the Damaged Subject:
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and her work in architecture occurred in
2002 when, as a young architecture
journalist, I…

Ieva Zībārte

This conversation, which took place as a
collaboration between the International
Program and Research Programs at MoMA,
featured presentations by the directors of
two important art museums in Kyiv on the
crises faced by their institutions since the
Russian invasion in February 2022. The
National Art and Culture Museum Complex
Mystetskyi Arsenal (Art Arsenal) is…

Jason Farago, Olesia Ostrovska-Liuta and
Yuliya Vaganova

A Decade of Crisis and Resistance (1998–
2008) If in the early to mid-1990s,
performative actions in Armenia were, to a
large extent, launched by situational or
strategic collectives and groups as
interventions—as correctives to institutional
operations of the state and the artworld—
and motivated by the desire to
communicate…

Angela Harutyunyan

post

notes on art in a global context

post is The Museum of Modern Art’s online resource devoted to art and the history of
modernism in a global context. It is the public face of Contemporary and Modern Art
Perspectives (C-MAP), a cross-departmental, internal research program at MoMA that fosters
the multiyear study of art histories outside North America and Western Europe.

MoMA

© 2024 The Museum of Modern Art

Sign up for our newsletterSubscribe

Privacy Policy Terms & Conditions

Top

https://post.moma.org/
https://moma.org/

