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Nepszfnhaz utca is a street that begs to be the subject of study. 
Its name, People's Theatre Street, produces expectations that 
are fully met. Its surroundings are a mix of shops, pubs, hotels, 
homeless shelters, churches, trams, a building site and a 

. market; it is a heavily utilized public space with a character, 
color and attitude that animates the area. It cuts right through 
Budapest's VIII district, J6zsefvaros, a part of town that is as 
notorious as it is diverse. 

Driven by the market, spurred on by middle-class resi
dents' demands, mediated by the state and administered by all 
of the above and more, Nepszfnhaz utca is rapidly changing. 
The imagined futures, and the relative power of different 
groups that imagine these futures, are markedly different, but 
in general it can be said that the street is undergoing a process 
of attempted purification as part of the wider gentrification of 
the district. However, as this ethnographic study in and around 
the street reveals, Nepszfnhaz utca is resilient to the cleansing 
of its public places: the everyday activities of those who live, 
work and play in the street undermine the process. 

The district has long been viewed negatively by many; 
however J6zsefvaros is far from homogeneous. The district is 
spread over 685 hectares, stretching from the downtown to the 
start of suburbia and encompasses well-to-do areas with large 
spacious housing as well as crumbling government owned 
blocks with the highest concentration of social housing in the 
city. The VIII district has been undergoing widespread 
changes, especially since the turn of the millennium, including 
the implementation of state and quasi-state development 

programs, the building of a multi-purpose downtown, the 
sanitizing of public space and the gradual crumbling of 
housing stock. 

The divergent paths of the different parts of J6zsefvaros 
can in part be traced back to the division of the district into 
eleven different quarters in 2000 by the local government and 
Rev8, a publicly owned company responsible for the rejuvena
tion of the district. At the time of research Rev8, whose owner
ship is split between the district and city municipalities, had 
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two major projects. The one of which they are »most proud« 
is the Magdolna Quarter Project. This socially orientated urban 
rejuvenation project aims to empower the local population 
through employment, education and community building, as 
well as to renovate government-owned housing in cooperation 
with the tenants. The project that is most well known, however, 
is the Corvin Promenade project. Spread over 22 hectares, 
the project consists of 500,000 square meters of residential, 
commercial and office space and 20,000 square meters 
of »new public space.« To make way for Corvin, 1.100 fiats 
were demolished. 

The processes in Nepszfnhaz utca itself are in many 
ways much more difficult to illustrate as they do not involve 
such visually striking state-administered programs in public 
spaces. A way to unpick the everydayness of the changes is to 
think about the various different rhythms that come together in 
the street - the rhythms of real estate and housing mainte
nance, the rhythms of work schedules and shop openings, or 
the rhythms of the day and the night. The philosopher Henri 
Lefebvre wrote much about the rhythms of cities in his later 
works. For Lefebvre, a rhythm is produced through a dialectical 
triad of space, time and energy: whenever there is a meeting of 
time, space and energy, there is a rhythm (2004, p. 9). He 
argues that there are two basic oppositions of rhythms: »repeti
tion and difference; mechanical and organic; discovery and 
creation; cyclical and linear; continuous and discontinuous; 
quantitative and qualitative ... « (ibid, p. 9). Though we can 
separate out these two categories when we analyze them, the 
world is made up of innumerable interactions between the two. 
From here it is possible to analyze rhythms in terms of: a) repe
tition (movements, gestures, actions, situations, differences); b) 
interferences of linear processes and cyclical processes; and c) 
lifespan, i.e. birth, growth, peak, decline and end. 

Rhythms come together in places, and it is place, not 
space or time, which we perceive first and foremost. Places are 
spaces imbued with meaning, and this meaning has a tempo
rality: a rhythm. Places have a past - an ability to gather memo
ries, thoughts, ideas, experiences as well as more concrete 
tangible objects; places have a present - or rather a presence 
(cf. Lefebvre 2004), something that is felt, embodied, not 
represented and of a wholly momentary nature; and places have 
a future - the many possibilities that mayor may not be. Think 
of the body moving through places - as walking the city - of 
experiencing not only what a place was and is but also what it 
was and what will become. Past-present-future are not separate 
but come together in a rhythmic, embodied presence of a place. 

In what follows, we examine one place in detail, to 
• 

unpick its rhythms and see how it interacts with the gentrifica-
tion-inspired purification of its public spaces. The street takes 
its name from the former National Theatre that was opened in 
1875 and that used to mark the beginning of the street, but was 
demolished after World War Two. I take the name of the street 
metaphorically; it is a theatre, and I focus on the play, or to put 
it another way: the embodied rhythms of the actors in the place. 
The research took place intermittently over one year from May 
2008, but most of what follows is from an intensive one-month 
period in April 2009. I utilize different tenses in a bid to 
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recreate the fiuid multi-rhythmic presence of the street and 
I situate this presence within the repetitions of one day to 
highlight the non-linear nature of everyday urban life in 
public spaces. 

A Day and a Night in the People's Theatre 

,~, . 
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Dawn breaks on a sunny spring day in Nepszfnhiiz utca. 
As the sun casts its first warming rays over the tops of build
ings, the Beer Corner pub responds to its call, whisking up its 
metal shutters with a clatter, disturbing the slumber of Istvan 
on the bench close by, but ready and open for those who need a 
drink at 6 a.m. Street cleaners begin to arrive, sweeping away 
the debris from the day before, their metal dustpans scraping 
on the fioor, as they steadily work. Istvan awakes, stretches and 
heads over to the sunny side of the street, appreciative of the 
sun's warmth after a long night in the open. A handful of elderly 
gentlemen make their way out of the homeless shelter on the 
adjoining Alfoldi utca and take up their regular place on the 
corner, some roll cigarettes whilst others pass comments on 
passers-by to pass the time. 

They sit in the shade of the shabby three to five story 
houses that make up a large section of the district's housing 
stock. Built sometime towards the end of the nineteenth 
century, the houses have had ambiguous futures since the 
system change. The 1993 Act on Housing - which obliged the 
local governments to sell if the residents wanted to buy - led to 
wide-scale privatization of public rental fiats in Hungary. Flats 
in the district were sold at a price much lower than their market 
value - available for only 7-15 percent of their total market 
price - which although advantageous for a great number of new 
owners, left some without the means to pay for the upkeep of 
their fiats. 

Istvan walks past, chatting before stopping at a rubbish 
bin and rummaging through the contents. He is looking for, 
among other things, empty bottles of alcohol that can be 
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redeemed for money. He crosses the street, past the front of the 
Atlantic Hotel and out of sight. A manager from the hotel, who 
has been working in the street for a little over a year is far more 
sympathetic towards the poorer residents, »they are not really 
bad people, just a bit strange«, she says. There are two hotels 
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on Nepszlnhaz utca, the Atlantic and the Atlas, and they both 
arrived within a few months in 2005. Before both hotels, the 
land was fiat, two empty spaces in the middle of the street 
utilized as car parks. Before the cars there were structures, 
»one or two story buildings in really bad condition«, an elderly 
resident remembers, »but they started to fall down by them
selves. The people moved out when it became dangerous.« 

Back across the road, one of the workers from the 
Chinese clothing store is busy washing away the urine from the 
front of her shop - another little patch of clean at 9 a.m. each 
morning. A young couple pass by on the way to work, saying 
hello to their elderly neighbor who is already returning home 
from a morning trip to the market. As the shop owner brushes 
vigorously, water splashing around her trainers, the CCTV 
camera directly opposite her swivels inside its protective casing, 
making a sharp mechanical noise barely audible over the 
growing din of the morning street - the sound of crime fighting 
in action. 

Inside one of the handful of small shops, a Mahmoud 
recounts his recent experience with crime. »About 2 weeks ago 
I had a problem here. I beat someone. I never did it before in 

my life; I've never beaten anybody. But he was a drunkard, and 
he came in here and I told him, >man I have work, yes< and he 
said >what do you want you son of a bitch!< He told me very, 
very, very bad things. So I told him, >okay, go away!< And he 
beat me, you know? Yes, because I didn't realize what he was 
doing. So I gave it to him, one here and one there. He was very 
small, you know?« The shopkeeper winks over the top of the 
tictac rack. »1 called the police and the policeman who came 
was a very, very, very good man. Yes. Very, good man. We knew 
the drunkard that beat me was in the pub next door and so he 
told me, >you have a big shop here, close the door, bring him in 
and we'll beat him together.«< 

As it approaches noon. , the sun rises still higher in the 
sky and the light catches the enormous cranes that swing to an 
altogether different rhythm, high above the hole in the ground 
that will one day be a station on the new line of the Metro. They 
are busy »Building a New World.« Or so claim the billboards 
that surround it. According to the project's website the »metro 
can playa significant role in the development of the region ... 
The internal part of J6zsefvaros can get an unprecedented 
chance of integration. Property and apartment prices will 
increase, and the region can finally take part in the develop
ment of Budapest.« 

, 
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It is getting 2 p.m. and Ahmed moves with speed from 
one shop to another. Ahmed is interested in people's everyday 
movements and the predicted increase in property prices, as he 
owns a number of shops and an apartment on the street. »1 
came in April 2000 to look at the street. 1 came in the morning 
and came again the next day. Right away 1 realized that the 
street had good movement,« the businessman says. »Lots of 
people were moving on the street, lots of walking. The people 
were not snobby, but normal people.« Nine years later he owns 
two small shops and a larger discount store with a pizza/gyros 
fast food counter attached. »Por people who invest in small 
capital like me, we hope the business will be worth more over 
time. People with more money can arrive, buy the lot and 1 
would be happy.« 
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Across the road from the shop, all is not well, angry 
\·oices can be heard from the courtyard inside one of the aging 
houses. Like most similar buildings in the street, the house is 
run as a condominium. Thus, agreements on issues relating to 
the commonly owned space require eighty percent agreement. 
The residents are debating selling off the top part of the 
, uilding to an investor who would in turn pay for renovation of 

he water pipes and the stairwelL Many of the residents are 
omplaining because they feel they were rushed into signing the 

agreement without getting the chance to read it properly. Back 
out on the street, the owner of the flower shop comments, »It 

gets me really angry when people say the VIII. district is bad. I 
li\·e in Buda and it is exactly the same there. I've had this shop 
for fifteen years and have never had any trouble. It is a really 
nice place.« She nods knowingly, as a young professional 
ouple pass the shop, bags laden with food from the recently 

opened delicatessen five minutes walk away. 
Many shops and pubs are shutting up sharp at 10 p.m. 

but one is staying open later. »We used to have a 24-hour 
shop,« explains Ahmed »but then the local government made a 
law banning the selling of alcohol after 11 p.m. in the evening, 
50 we now close at 12.« As he says so, a 30-something man in a 
suit pops into the shop just before the alcohol ban kicks in, 
making his way home from a long day in the office. There used 
to be a bench outside the front of the shop, but Ahemd asked 
he local government to remove it. »When we were open 

24 -hours a lot of the people from the homeless shelter used to 
sit here all night and drink. If they are drunk they are not 
allowed inside the shelter. So they would sometimes stay all 
night and it was dirty in the morning. So I asked the govern
ment and they took it away.« 

The light of the moon adds to the dim streetlights as a 
shiny new tram that operates along the ring road makes its way 
down Nepszinhliz utca towards the depot where it will spend 
he night. Three cars pull up on the corner of Nepszinhliz and 

.-\Jfoldi, playing bawdy dance music on state of the art speakers, 
unt il they get restless and leave to find another corner to hang 
out. A police car pulls up and asks to see the ID of a young 
Roma guy. 

The night rolls on. It is 2 a.m. and one man cannot 
make it home in time and decides to urinate in the street. 
Unluckily for the owners of the Chinese shop, their door 
provides the perfect spot again. It is 5 a.m. and the anthropolo
gis t is cold and sleepy as he sits on an empty bench, waiting for 
something to write in his field diary or at least for the sun to 
rise again and put some warmth back in his bones, ready for 
another day in the People's Theatre. 

... And the Street Goes on 
NepszinMz utca is an animated and animating street, a 

street that still attracts characters such as Istvan, who despite 
quieter more relaxing options chooses the street as part of his 
daily rhythm. The different types of rhythm, the mix of 
different characters creating the polyrhythmic draw him in. 
Here is the perfect example of how the lively, animating 
rhythms of a person are slowly pushed into decline, they are 
measured and tamed, benches are removed and alcohol sales 

banned, the rhythmic everyday repetitions of Istvan clashing 
with the rhythmic differences of sanitizing change. Yet still he 
comes, the street has life enough in it yet. And the street 
goes on. 

The planned transport hub revels in its abstract concep
tions of time and space. It promises a timetabling of the urban 
as the metro arrives at .07 .10 .13 .16.19.21. and expands 
outwards, as people rush to their downtown office. The quanti
fied rhythms emanate from the time tabled space. The new 
station enters into a relationship not only with the labour force 
but also the ground rent in the street and its surroundings. 
Pushing up the prices, edging the district towards the birth of 
the long, slow rhythm of investment and valorization. However 
the metro still refuses to arrive on time, delays in construction, 
problems with finance and a massive question mark surround 
the project. Ground rent wavers, newly built houses fail to sell. 
And the street goes on. 

The street goes on because of what I term here as 
everyday acts of resilience - these are repetitive public practices 
of the body that challenge the attempted ordering and purifying 
of public space. We experience the city through our bodies. The 
rhythms of the street are embodied but the body can be a 
powerful entity. Places do not only exist as part of a landscape 
but also simultaneously in bodily practices, emerging through 
the interaction with other people and objects. There is a certain 
rhythmic order which shopkeepers, middle-class residents, 
police officers and state/development officials all broadly 
adhere to. Whilst these quite different groups have quite 
different visions of the future of the street, what unites them is 
a certain understanding of what should not be. It is this nega
tive ordering, rather than a positive vision of what might be, 
which produce the interventions that order and sanitize public 
space and attempt to dress the district inhabitants' everyday 
lives. However, as was seen above, various groups of people just 
by being in the place and going about their everyday lives 
unconsciously challenge this conception of the street. 
Rummaging through rubbish, hanging out on street corners 
with friends and sleeping on benches produce subversive 
rhythms - they construct a rhythmic ensemble that undermines 
the dominant ordering; a rhythmic ensemble that is resilient to 
purification of public space. 

The term everyday acts of resilience is inspired by 
research in ecology, where resilience was first utilized to 
describe the capacity of a system to return to an equilibrium 
after displacement, but has since been used for understanding a 
community's, society's or city's resilience to natural or man
made disasters. Resilience is understood as an ongoing process, 
not the outcome of a process, and relies on access to »adaptive 
capacities«. In the case of Nepszinhliz utca the disaster is 
gentrification and the resource is the body on the stage of the 
theatre itself; the reclaiming of public space through the 
repeated flourishes of everyday life detailed above. Though 
Nepszinhliz utca might prove resilient enough it is also possible 
that it will succumb to the hard logic of gentrification in the 
future. Other parts of the city, indeed the district, have been 
gentrified and purified to differing degrees, but NepszinMz 
utca is proving to be more resilient. The failure of the metro to 
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materialize, the concentration of state-owned housing and the 
lack of any large re-development programs create the setting 
that allow the above described everyday acts of resilience to take 
place, keeping the street's notorious reputation alive and acting 
as a (partial) buffer against middle-class residents and 
increasing house prices. 

Resilience is different from resistance, which must have 
intent. There is, of course, resistance in the district. Since the 
research was conducted a group of homeless people, formerly 
homeless people and housing activists - A Varos Mindenkie 
(The City is Everyone's) - have become active in the city, espe
cially in the VIII district as the anti-poor tendencies detailed in 
the ethnography above have intensified. With the election of the 
Fidesz (conservative) local government in 2010, legislation was 
a passed forbidding searching through rubbish bins and, on the 
national scale, the Hungarian government has moved to crimi
nalize homelessness. A Varos Mindenkie responded by orga
nizing a mass illegal rubbish rummaging session, which led to 
some of the activists being arrested and fined. The everyday 
acts of resilience detailed in the ethnography above have now 
been criminalized and thus these practices have morphed into 
conscious political acts of resistance. 

The above rhythm analysis was from the street. It was 
an attempt to give an account of those whose bodies rub up 
against the logic of gentrification-inspired purification of public 
space. It was about those who, through their daily practices, 

produce social time that manages to reassert itself from the 
measuring state. The benches meant for beautification become 
beds and the streets of surveillance become a stage; the urban 
theatre continues its tragic comedy in new and exciting ways. 
And the street goes on (for now). 
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