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Post-Socialist Culture and Aliens From Outer Space: 

A Study on Hungarian Science Fiction 

 Perhaps the most defining moment of Hungarian science 

fiction took place in 1972, when the first issue of 

Galaktika was published under the Soviet regime.  The 

magazine is the longest running Hungarian sci-fi magazine, 

as well as the largest by monthly volume.  With such a 

long, influential history, it is apparent that Galaktika 

not only allowed for the foundation of a new Hungarian 

subculture, but also provided an institutional center for 

the popularly emerging genre of sci-fi in the country 

during its period of socialism.  However, after the 

collapse of the Soviet regime and an introduction to the 

global capitalist market, we can witness many changes 

taking place not only within the quality of the magazine, 

but in its decreased breadth of influence, as well. 

 Because it was published by the State, Galaktika was 

not only a powerful institution, but also the only 

institution to recognize science fiction as both an art 

form and a means of conveying new ideas.  On the reverse, 



sci-fi fans themselves lent Galaktika more power by 

recognizing it as the prime authority regarding science 

fiction.  With so much entitlement and legitimacy imbued 

within it by both the State and the people, it was easy, or 

perhaps only natural, for Galaktika to perpetuate its place 

at the core of Hungarian sci-fi for the last fifteen years 

of Hungary’s socialist era. 

 When in began in ’72, Galaktika was not a magazine in 

the sense that we consider a magazine to be today.  It was, 

more or less, a compilation of short stories in the form of 

a book.  Nor was the magazine released every month, but 

rather every quarter year.  From its conception until 

privatization, however, Galaktika only grew.  With an 

initial launch of 39,000 issues and virtually no 

competition, its growth was inevitable.  By 1985, the 

magazine was no longer published quarterly, but rather 

monthly with nearly 100,000 issues printed each month.  

With only about 10 million Hungarians living in the 

country, roughly 1% of the entire population was therefore 

purchasing the magazine every month, while even more people 

were likely reading it by borrowing it from friends or 

family members.  For Galaktika, sales were easy to 

maintain, and so was growth.  With publication in the hands 



of the state, the magazine sold for mere pennies by 

American standards.  

 In the first issues of Galaktika, there were no 

Hungarian stories included.  All stories were translations 

from Polish, English, Russian, etc.  The current editor of 

Galaktika, Németh Attila, told me that this was likely not 

an intentional phenomenon, but instead a natural one.  As 

it was, there were very few serious Hungarian science 

fiction writers during the launching period of Galaktika; 

up to this point, sci-fi had been a genre for youth and 

adolescents.  Simply put, then, there were not enough 

writers, let alone professional writers, available to 

contribute their works to the magazine.  This had a curious 

influence on the path that Hungarian sci-fi would take, as 

a large portion of the magazine was composed of the 

translated works of other countries, thus exposing 

Hungarian writers and fans of science fiction to the 

stories of the West. 

 In many Hungarian science fiction stories we can see 

dystopian themes, settings, plots, and ideas that are not 

unlike what we see in George Orwell’s 1984 or Aldous 

Huxley’s Brave New World, two Western stories that, despite 

their banned statuses, were immensely popular among science 



fiction fans in Hungary.  In Fehér Klára’s book Oxygénia, 

readers are introduced a state that is so bureaucratic air 

must be purchased with vouchers.  While Oxygénia contains 

an American villain, so as to avoid censorship by the 

State, we can clearly see that it is a covert criticism of 

socialist policy.  We can therefore easily surmise that the 

dystopian themes of Western works like 1984 and Brave New 

World indeed impacted what Fehér chose to criticize in her 

story. As Németh Attila put it, if Hungarian sci-fi had to 

be described in one word, it would be  “gloomy.”  Aside 

from such political commentary, there is a strange 

fondness, he says, for alternate history stories due to 

Hungary’s despondent past. 

 Many of the translations to be published by Galaktika 

included the works of the “biggies” in sci-fi, including 

Jonathan Swift, Isaac Asimov, and Arthur C. Clarke.  The 

famous works of authors such as these paved the foundation 

for what would become one of the most popular, dedicated, 

and community-based subcultures in Hungary during later 

half of the 1970’s and all throughout the 80’s.   

 Throughout its history, Galaktika has published many 

translated works.  In fact, these comprised the majority of 

the magazine.  It wasn’t until 1977, five years after 



Galaktika’s initial establishment, that a purely Hungarian 

issue was released.  Though there were several issues like 

this to be released in the following years, they were not 

released frequently.  As Németh Attila said, it would be 

impossible to fill each issue of Galaktika with only 

Hungarian authors, as there simply aren’t enough good ones 

and the quality of the magazine would undoubtedly suffer.  

Perhaps more importantly, says Németh, is that big names 

sell better, a notion that has become increasingly 

important since privatization. 

 Even big names, however, could be censored during 

Hungary’s era of socialism, and such censorship was just 

another fact of life for publishers and authors.  The 

slightest criticism of the Soviet system could potentially 

be cause for a work being banned by the state, though in 

many cases works that were extremely explicit in their 

criticisms were allowed publication by the State.  The 

system of censorship in socialist Hungary was thus very 

arbitrary.  Antal Jozsed, editor of the less popular, but 

purely Hungarian sci-fi magazine, Új Galaxis (New Galaxy), 

called it absurd.  There was no concrete logic behind it, 

he says, nor was there a core set of ideals that could be 



used to explain the why one work was censored and another 

was not.   

 In some cases, authors wrote sci-fi because the 

government censored the other themes they originally wanted 

to write about.   Likewise, many artists that were 

imprisoned after the 1956 revolution, or had their 

publishing opportunities taken away by the State, turned to 

writing sci-fi.  In this way, science fiction, with 

Galaktika at its core, served as an alternate form of 

literary communication.  Its otherworldly aspects and its 

abstract interpretations of real life allowed for a veiled 

freedom of speech that the State, for the most part, 

overlooked. 

 In the battle against censorship, some Hungarians 

didn’t legitimately publish their works, but instead wrote 

or translated what was known as “samizdat,” a Russian word 

meaning “self-publishing.”  Even those who did write 

professionally, whether as poets, historians, or lawyers, 

often published their works themselves.  In the case of the 

sci-fi community, however, samizdat was especially popular.  

Many young writers took to the method of typing their own 

stories, fan-fiction, or translations of banned stories, 

and then Xeroxing a few dozen copies to distribute at club 



meetings or other similar places.  This method of 

distribution was very secretive and consequently free from 

the censorship that any authority figures would have 

otherwise imposed.  Thus, in direct dissension of the 

system’s policies, ideas and inspiration flowed 

surprisingly freely among Hungary’s science fiction 

community. 

 It must be recognized that many of these underground 

sci-fi spheres owed their existence to Galaktika.  It was 

Galaktika that bound them together and it was Galaktika 

that provided most of them with their professionally 

written reading material.  In this way, Galaktika was at 

the core of the Hungarian science fiction community’s 

rebellion against censorship, as wherever one went within 

the sci-fi community, they would find the influence of 

Galaktika in one form or another.  Galaktika itself, says 

Németh Attila, had its own book club with over 10,000 

active members.  Membership was encouraged with reading 

materials that were oftentimes published exclusively for 

members.  Once the Berlin Wall fell in November of 1989, 

however, things began to change.  It became clear that 

communism was losing its foothold in Eastern Europe, and by 



1991 the system had collapsed, an event that had a large 

impact on Galaktika. 

 After the shift to the capitalist market, Galaktika 

lost its place as the center of the Hungarian sci-fi 

community, closing its doors from 1995-2004.  The era of 

privatization ushered in new challenges for Galaktika that 

its producers were simply not used to.  One of these was, 

for the first time in the magazine’s history, competition.  

With the State no longer publishing the magazine, it sold 

Galaktika’s publishing house, Móra, to private investors.  

Németh Attila attributes part of Galaktika’s decline and 

subsequent closure to the fact that these new owners simply 

didn’t care enough about science fiction to keep the sci-fi 

producing branch of the company properly funded and running 

smoothly against it competitors. 

 By the time a group of science fiction fans teamed up 

in 2004, bought Galaktika’s name and rights from Móra, and 

reestablished the magazine, the market for sci-fi was 

minimal to say the least. Capitalism had clearly not been 

helpful to the genre.  Due to Galaktika’s disappearance in 

the 90’s, hardly any science fiction had been produced in 

Hungary for a full decade, while anything that was produced 

was typically of a low quality.  



 With the closure of Galaktika had come the 

disintegration of the core of the Hungarian science fiction 

community.  Dozens of science fiction publishing houses 

began to emerge, competing with one another for sales.  The 

order of the socialist era was replaced by chaos in a 

capitalist form, while the integrity of Galaktika seemed a 

thing of the past.   

 We now see that the fuel of Hungarian science fiction 

has changed since the socialist “golden age.”  Indeed, it 

is safe to say that it has become far more westernized in 

nature.  Entertainment has taken over as the sought after 

primary effect of the stories, while plot has become the 

most cherished element.  For the most part, the older 

Hungarian generation of sci-fi fans has been disappointed 

with the changes.  To them, intellectualism has evaporated 

and left behind a shallow series of action stories, not 

unlike what we see in the mainstream western media with 

movies like Transformers. 

 In a similar fashion, the sci-fi of Hungary is now 

primarily dominated by what Antal Jozsef calls “hobby 

writers.” They do not write professionally, nor do they 

make a career out of writing, but rather write for 

enjoyment or to pick up extra money on top of their actual 



incomes.  As it is, there is little space for more 

professional Hungarian sci-fi writers, as the Hungarian 

market for sci-fi is much smaller than it was in the 1970’s 

and 80’s.  Many hobby writers are of a younger generation 

that was not around to appreciate the world of sci-fi 

during socialist times.  The influences on this 

generation’s creative faculties are thus different from 

those that inspired the older generation.  Whereas many of 

the older Hungarians were coming from a culture of 

classical literature, poetry, and art, the younger 

generation is being primarily affected by the 

aforementioned action culture of the West.  Similarly, the 

sci-fi of the socialist era was nearly always based on real 

scientific theories, while the sci-fi of the capitalist era 

is often based on nothing more than pseudo-science.  Many 

older Hungarians therefore look at the productions of this 

younger generation as both unprofessional and lacking in 

depth.  Both Németh Attila and Antal Jozsef call much of it 

garbage. 

 Since its revival in November 2004 and the release of 

its 176th issue, Galaktika has played an important role in 

connecting the present Hungarian sci-fi culture with that 

of the “golden age.”  As the editor of the magazine, Németh 



chooses what to publish and what to disregard.  Piles of 

junk cross his desk each day, but, as a long time fan of 

science fiction, he knows how to single out the great 

works.  Like Galaktika’s original editor in 1972, Kuczka 

Péter, he is determined to maintain the magazine’s 

integrity. 

 Kuczka himself functions as a meaningful symbol of 

Hungarian sci-fi’s journey through the past four decades.  

During socialism, Kuczka was a rigorous editor, publishing 

only the best works of science fiction.  Though he was 

sometimes accused of publishing only the works of his 

friends, he led the magazine in a very admirable direction.  

Now, since his death in 1999, he has been remembered with 

hostility in some circles.  For example, this August at a 

science fiction camp in Szeged, many attendees 

ceremoniously spit on a stone cube.  This was no accident 

as the word for stone cube in Hungarian is “kockakô,” which 

is pronounced nearly the same as Kuczka in the language.  I 

believe this rebellion accurately reflects the way the 

younger generation of Hungarian sci-fi fans have moved away 

from the traditions of the science fiction “golden age.” 

 Like all forms of art and entertainment, perhaps 

Hungarian science fiction can be thought of as an escapist 



dream of sorts, only one with more depth and history than 

most.  Clearly, it has been a strong influence in lives of 

many Hungarians, while Galaktika has played a pivotal role 

in that.  Despite the changes in the quality and popularity 

of Hungarian sci-fi, Galaktika, while no longer its core in 

this post-socialist era, indeed continues to act as a glue 

of sorts for the elements of the Hungarian sci-fi 

community, while both preserving the past and ensuring the 

long-lasting integrity of science fiction in Hungary as 

best it can. 

 


