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This year the North Moravian industrial city of Ostrava

carried off two important trophies: they reached the top of

the Czech Football League, and they won Alfréd Radok

Award for the best theatre production of 2003. In this

number of Czech Theatre we are featuring a detailed map of

the theatrical activity in this energetic city which has been

transforming itself over the last decade.

One of the most talented of today’s young Czech

directors and dramatists – Jiří Pokorný – comes from

Ostrava. His portrait shows us a contradictory and

distinctive theatrical personality who has set fast-flowing

currents into motion in the otherwise placidly flowing

waters of the Czech theatre.    

The director Jan Nebeský, whose work we have regularly

presented in Czech Theatre, was for several years

Pokorný’s teacher at the Theatre Faculty of the Academy of

Performing Arts in Prague. At present his productions

represent an original attempt at unconventional theatrical

communication in which a distinctive role is played by

action without words, the musical quality of language, and

stage metaphor.

Two striking productions of plays by Moliére – L’Avare

and Le Misanthrope – highly regarded by critics and

audience alike, are evidence that classical drama still

inspired directors to new interpretations. Their production

methods are to a certain measure characteristic of

contemporary trends in Czech theatre direction.

In an article about the situation of the Theatre in Dlouhá

Street and its latest productions we return to the catastrophic

floods in the summer of 2002, which left their calamitous

mark on the work of many Czech theatres. The Theatre in

Dlouhá Street – like most Czech stages – faced up to the

consequences of the floods with credit and maintained

a high artistic standard in temporary conditions.

Puppet performances traditionally have their own

inimitable place in the context of Czech theatre. The Theatre

Minor under its new artistic leadership, and the company

Buchty a loutky (Buns and Puppets), are amongst the most

distinctive and popular puppet platforms at the present

time. Marie Reslová

EDITORIAL2/

Marie Málková as Mrs. Zittel, Thomas Bernhard, Heroes Square / Divadlo Na zábradlí, Praha 2003 / Directed by Juraj Nvota 
Set and costumes Kateřina Štefková >Photo Martin Špelda 

E d i t o r i a l



in Ostrava:
a Phenomenon of the Industrial Agglomeration

Tatjana Lazorčáková, Jan Roubal, Jiří Štefanides

The Theatre

Mikhail Bulgakov, Dogheart / Komorní scéna Aréna, Ostrava 2003
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THE THEATRE IN OSTRAVA: A PHENOMENON OF THE INDUSTRIAL AGGLOMERATION4/

The Drama Theatres
The Moravian-Silesian National Theatre with

drama, opera, ballet and operetta performs in both the main

traditional proscenium stage theatres, the Antonín Dvořák

Theatre and the Jiří Myron Theatre. This largest Ostrava

theatre is still considered the official one and a visit to it is

also seen as a social occasion. The drama ensemble

systematically develops the excellent local tradition of

psychological acting. Its present profile is influenced most

strongly by a production team, which was formed in the first

half of the nineties: artistic director and director Juraj Deák,

director Radovan Lipus and dramaturge Marek Pivovar. The

go-ahead approach of the drama ensemble in the nineties

after overcoming the post-revolutionary theatrical crisis was

enhanced by inspiration from literary material and several

daring productions studied outside the big stages in

alternative theatrical premises (in the foyer and directly on

the stage of the Jiří Myron Theatre). At least two productions

at this time made a marked impact on the state-wide context.

One of these was Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya with the Russian

guest director Oxana Meleshkina-Smilková in an original,

somewhat provocative (and to some extent dishonest to

Chekhov’s characters) post-modern interpretation, which

polarised not only the local subscribing public, but also the

drama critics (in the end the production was nominated by

the critics for the Alfréd Radok Prize for 1998). And also the

scenically extremely effective dramatisation by Pivovar of

Romance for Flugelhorn (Romance pro křídlovku), a lyrical

epic poetic composition by František Hrubín. The production

was studied by Radovan Lipus, who seated the public right

on the stage and for the key motif of the roundabout made

inventive use not only of the centrally positioned revolving

stage, but also of the area of the ropes. Both productions

came into being in the single season of 1997/98 – clearly the

A. P. Chekhov, The Three Sisters / Národní divadlo moravskoslezské,
Ostrava 2001 / Directed by Juraj Deák / Set design Jaroslav Milfajt
Costumes Sylva Zimula Hanáková >Photo Josef Hradil

Ostrava under the socialist regime was a town of miners and heavy industry with many social, urban-planning and
ecological problems, a town without a past and without a future. Now it is undergoing a dynamic transformation into a city
focussing on modern technology, services, education and culture and at the same time it is discovering its cosmopolitan
past. In this process the theatre here became a phenomenon with national impact.

Before the First World War Ostrava already had two professional companies performing drama, opera and operetta: the
German company was active from 1907 in the municipal theatre (today the Antonín Dvořák Theatre) and the Czech
company from 1908 in the National House (today the Jiří Myron Theatre). There were also several cabarets here. Today
there are four professional theatres in Ostrava, performing in Czech, with seven ensembles and all of them are
concentrated in a relatively small area in the centre of the city. The oldest of these is the Moravian-Silesian National
Theatre (Národní divadlo moravskoslezské), which has been in existence since 1919. The peculiarity here is that the
remaining three theatres all focus mainly on the young public and on children. These are the Petr Bezruč Theatre (Divadlo
Petra Bezruče, dating from 1945), the Puppet Theatre (Divadlo loutek, from 1953) and the Aréna Chamber Theatre
(Komorní scéna Aréna, from 1993). After 1989 the former cosmopolitan character returned to Ostrava theatrical culture,
at least as far as concerns the actors and directors – they include persons of Polish, Russian, Slovak, Ukrainian, Greek and
Bulgarian origin. The audience basis here consists of the now stabilised population of the older quarters of Ostrava, but
theatre-goers also come in from the satellite housing estates and surrounding towns such as Havířov. Among them there
are students from the senior secondary schools, the University of Ostrava and the VŠB - Technical University of Ostrava –
the Institute of Mining.



most successful artistically for this theatre. But later also

almost every season produced several admirable

performances by the actors or at least one exceptional

production. Such a one was Love in the Crimea by Sławomir

Mrożek (1999, with guest director Janusz Klimsza), outlining

stylistically precisely and with humour individual periods of

Russian history in the 20th century, or the choreographically

demanding and highly emotive production of Lorca’s Blood

Wedding (2002, director Juraj Deák).

In the last two seasons the intensity of the creativity and

artistic concentration seems to have slackened. Ostrava

drama found itself at a crossroads. Several outstanding actors

of the older and middle generations left the company (mostly

they left for a contract in Prague) and at the end of the

2003/04 season the artistic director Juraj Deák is also leaving

to join the Prague theatre Divadlo na Fidlovačce. In spite of

this the drama company continues to maintain its qualities:

the great flexibility with which it handles the range of styles

and genres presented in the repertory. It is capable of dealing

creatively both with the great “traditional” productions of

classics and also the musicals full of demanding movement

and singing directed by Juraj Deák, with intellectual irony

and sarcasm or, on the contrary, handling the delicate poetic
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"Federico García Lorca, Blood Wedding / Národní divadlo
moravskoslezské, Ostrava 2002 / Directed by Juraj Deák / Set design 
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web of the productions of Lipus. The actors are capable of

accepting both large stages and more intimate scenes. 

Another – unofficial - type of theatre is the Petr Bezruč
Theatre. Its pedigree includes amateur beginnings during

the years of the 2nd World War II (the student ensemble

named Kytice). It is not weighed down by the tradition of

realistic-psychological acting, from the beginning it has

concentrated on the young audience and it tries consciously

to be an alternative to the drama of the Moravian-Silesian

National Theatre. Since the end of the sixties the dramaturgy

of the Petr Bezruč Theatre has tended towards the grotesque

and the absurd. This tendency then intensified after

November 1989. From the team, which formed the

programme of the theatre from the beginning of the seventies

the outstanding stage designer Marta Roszkopfová is still

active here and occasionally the Nestor of the directors here –

Josef Janík – also co-operates with the theatre. In 1991 the

company moved from the unsuitable premises in the House

of Culture of the Vítkovice Ironworks into its own building,

named after the legendary Czech mountain – Blaník. On the

ground floor there is a variable hall for an audience of 110 and

in the basement a chamber theatre for an audience of about

50, known as the Mortuary (Márnice). The present work of

the theatre, since 1997/98 season operating under the official

6/
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The last three seasons have more precisely defined the

status of the Petr Bezruč Theatre Company not only in

Ostrava theatre, but also in Czech theatre as a whole. The

company is participating in the New Axis project, which links

allied ensembles with regard to poetry and aims (Hořící

žirafy Olomouc – today no longer in existence, the Drama

Studio of Ústí nad Labem and the HaDivadlo /HaTheatre/

Brno). With the dramatist and spiritual

father of Hořící žirafy (Burning

Giraffes), David Drábek, the theatre

has prepared as its latest premiere his

play entitled Embryo or Silicon Baby in

the production of Janusz Klimsza

(2004). The somewhat striking

concentration of the Petr Bezruč

Theatre Company on Polish theatre

has a long tradition (Marta

Roszkopfová also completed part of

her studies in Poland) and the Polish

director André Hübner-Ochodło has

also repeatedly co-operated with the

ensemble (most recently the excellent

name of the Petr Bezruč Theatre Company

(Divadelní společnost Petra Bezruče), has been

strongly influenced by the artistic director Janusz

Klimsza. The profile theme is at once fascinating

and shocking, the image of an insecure world

without the stable focal point of moral values,

which is close to the generation of the young

public, and this is not only the case with Klim-

sza’s productions (for instance Tomáš Vůjtek:

Threshing (Výmlat), directed by Josef Janík, 2002;

Irvine Welsh – Harry Gibson: Trainspotting, with

guest director Tomáš Svoboda, 2003, etc.). At the

same time the theatre has not lost its sense of

poetry and playfulness, as can be seen from the

production of Rozmarné léto by Vladislav Vančura

(Blithe Summer – guest director Ondrej Spišák,

2002). Recently the Petr Bezruč Theatre Company

has won the recognition of the public and of the

theatre critics in particular for three productions:

the unusually strongly acted The Glass Menagerie

by Tennessee Williams, set in the present day and

produced by Janusz Klimsza (2001), the

dramatically authentic look at three generations of

the fans of the Rolling Stones, The Mouth of Mick

Jagger, by Doman Nowakowski with guest director

Andrzej Celiński (2002). And especially for

Dostoyevsky’s Idiot with guest director Sergei

Fedotov (2003, with splendid performances from

Lucie Žáčková as Nastasia, Norbert Lichý as Rogozhin and

Josef Kaluža in the title role), which took third place in the

voting of the critics of Divadelní noviny for the best Czech

production of the year in 2003 and was nominated in the

opinion poll of the critics of the periodical Svět a divadlo for

the Alfréd Radok Award in the category of the Production of

the Year.
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production of the play by Ludmila Petrushevskaia Cinzano,

2004). The present era of the Petr Bezruč Theatre may be

described as the happiest for the past thirty years: it has

a programme, poetics, authors and the favour of the public.

The Puppet Theatre has long been a lot more than just

the traditional theatre for children. In the course of the

eighties it transformed itself into a modern theatre of the

“third type”, making use of puppets, drama actors, elements

of the Black Theatre and specific graphic and musical

expression. The enlivening of the dramaturgy and the

fundamental generation change in the ensemble after 1989

opened up scope for more demanding production projects

intended also for an adult public, promoted in particular by

dramaturge Hermína Motýlová and director Petr Nosálek.

The ensemble draws thematically first and

foremost on Czech culture. It put on stage the

production of Kate and the Devil (Čert a Káča,

1997) according to the libretto by Adolf Wenig

for Antonín Dvořák’s opera in the adaptation by

Iveta Škripková. One of the most successful

productions of recent years was Bouquet (Kytice)

according to the ballads of K. J. Erben, a Czech

poet of the 19th century (for the first time in

1992, renewed in 2000). Director Petr Nosálek

managed a creative stage adaptation of the

literary model with elements of wit,

exaggeration and horror in an imaginative

combination of puppets, music and strongly

stylised live acting. Among the dramaturgically

pioneering productions were Heracles by

Hermína Motýlová and Petr Nosálek 

(direction by Petr Nosálek, 2001), Shake-

speare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream (direction

Petr Nosálek, 2001) and also the production of

a play by one of the most significant

contemporary Czech playwrights and directors

J. A. Pitínský – The Little Room (Pokojíček, directed by Martin

Františák, 2003), put on in the studio space. The admirable

acting ability of the ensemble for musically tuned

productions was confirmed by Krylov’s Trump (directed by

Petr Nosálek, 2001) with the suggestive music of composer

Nikos Engonidis. In both the last two productions the present

director of the Puppet Theatre Tomáš Volkmer participated in

the stage design. Great attention was also attracted by the

original adaptation of Pushkin’s fairytale The Fisherman and

the Fish directed by Russian guest director Yevgeniy

Ibragimov (2003), which with its images in combination with

puppet-mannequins and Black Theatre addressed both the

child and adult public with poetic metaphor and delicate

humour. Since 1999 the company has had a completely new

8/
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theatre at its disposal, which was built in the Černá louka

exhibition grounds with an auditorium to seat 250.

The Aréna Chamber Theatre, on the other hand, plays

in an extremely small theatre for an audience of sixty, which

is built into the first floor of an old burgher’s house on the

main square of Ostrava. Although it is the youngest Ostrava

theatre with the smallest ensemble it has introduced since its

establishment creative unrest and dynamic impulses into the

theatrical life here. It came into being through the gradual

transformation of the Music Theatre into a theatre of the

experimental studio type. The miniature theatre in which it

performs pre-ordains its dramaturgy and production style. For

the most part it addresses the young public, which here

becomes the direct physical and emotional partner of the

actors. The Artistic Director and director Pavel Cisovský

invites guest directors from Ostrava (Josef Janík, Tomáš

Jirman, Janusz Klimsza, Radovan Lipus and Tomáš Volkmer)

and from elsewhere (Sergei Fedotov, Václav Klemens, Urszula

/9

#Tennesee Williams, Glass Menagerie / Divadelní společnost Petra Bezruče, Ostrava 2001 / Directed by Janusz Klimsza
Set and costumes Marta Roszkopfová and Janusz Klimsza >Photo archives

Kurek, Silvester Lavrík, Oxana Meleshkina-Smilková, Akram

Staněk, etc.) and a number of actors from the other Ostrava

theatres appear here as guests. The repertory of the Aréna is

post-modern eclectic and here they perform almost

everything from William Shakespeare, Carlo Gozzi and Anton

Pavlovich Chekhov through Franz Kafka and Bertolt Brecht

up to Edvard Radzinsky, original contemporary texts,

dramatisations of Czech poetry and prose. The open concept

of the theatre accepts equally acting, puppets, movement,

singing, scenography (most frequently by Tomáš Volkmer)

and original music (Pavel Helebrand, Nikos Engonidis).

Profile-creating productions, which have made the Aréna

famous in the short period of its existence, are in particular

the scenic collage by Radovan Lipus and Petr Hruška

Continuous Blood Poisoning (Průběžná O(s)trava krve), with

guest director Radovan Lipus, 1994), which reflects the

original local mentality and also authentic miners’ folklore,

then a somewhat un-balanced post-modern version of



Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard (guest director Oxana Meleshkina-

Smilková, 1996) and Prophet Ilya by Tadeusz Słobodzianek

(guest director Janusz Klimsza, 2000), utilising the tradition

of the collective folk play, recorded and broadcast by Czech

Television because of its outstanding quality. The greatest

recognition was achieved by the production of Dogheart by

Mikhail Bulgakov (guest director Sergei Fedotov, 2003), which

took second place in the opinion poll of Divadelní noviny for

the best Czech production of the year (just in front of The

Idiot of the Petr Bezruč Theatre) and which actually won the

Alfréd Radok Prize for the best production of 2003. The

mainly young actors (Marek Cisovský, Miroslava Georgievová,

Vladislav Georgiev, Renáta Klemensová, Dušan Škubal, René

Šmotek, Gabriela Wilčková, etc.) cultivate in the Aréna

Chamber Theatre an original form of contemporary acting,

which, in spite of the grotesque stylisation and expressive

formulation, has a natural impact even in such a restricted

space as they have at their disposal.

10/
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Personalities of directing in
Ostrava 

The directors in particular have brought to the theatre in

Ostrava in recent years impulses not only from the Czech

cultural sphere, but also from Poland, Slovakia, Ukraine and

Russia. Radovan Lipus comes from the Těšín region (1966)

and soon after graduating in production at the Prague Academy

of Performing Arts (DAMU) he was engaged by the drama

ensemble of the Moravian-Silesian National Theatre (from

1991). He was soon revealed to be a cultured and

comprehensively equipped director and an artistic gourmet,

with a specifically playful, inventive spirit and a feeling for

atmosphere, but at the same time with a need for a strict stage

code. He projected into the dramaturgy of the drama ensemble

his feeling for French drama, an inventive interpretation of

Czech classical drama and a feeling for the dramatisation of

poetry and prose (Jean Anouilh: The Ladies’ Orchestra, 1991;

Boris Vian – Jan Roubal: Foam of Days, 1991; J. R. R. Tolkien –

Július Gajdoš: The Hobbit or the Journey in Search of Treasure,

1994; Karel Čapek: The Makropoulos Affair, 1995; Stendhal –

Jaroslav Vostrý: The Red and the Black, 1997, etc.). Particularly

inventive was his production of Hrubín’s Romance for

Flugelhorn (1998). The synthesis of the poetical concept of the

stage area (he placed the public on the rotating stage and the

acting took place around it), the sensually direct acting and the

poetical language is a congenial example of the harmony of

poetry and the stage, their truly achieved equivalence.

Lipus’s theatrical invention has, however, also playful, ironic

and parodical potential, which finds application both in his

home theatre (Vašek Káňa – Marek Pivovar – Radovan Lipus:

The Speedy Milling Machines /Rychlé frézy/ 1997, etc.), and

especially in the Aréna Chamber Theatre

(René de Obaldia: The Wind in the Boughs

of the Sassafras, 1999; Nikolaj Nosov –

Marek Pivovar: Little Know-not after

Stanislavsky /Neználek podle Stani-

slavského/ 2001, etc.). He achieved his

supreme result, however, in the production

of Průběžná O(s)trava krve (1994, still in the

repertory). This scenic collage, which he

wrote with Petr Hruška, is a striking stage

portrait of Ostrava as an irreplaceable city,

pulsing with infectious vitality. He draws on

the folklore of the miners and the traditions

of the cabarets, Ostrava pubs and taverns

and bases it all on the stirring dynamic

collective acting with a large proportion of

improvisation, music and singing.

The productions of Radovan Lipus,

connoisseur and patriotic admirer of the

bizarre city of Ostrava with its sharp

contrasts of everyday life, have
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#F. M. Dostoyevsky, The Idiot / Divadelní společnost Petra Bezruče,
Ostrava 2003 / Directed by Sergei Fedotov / Set and costumes Adam Pitra
>Photo archives

fundamentally marked the image of the local theatre scene

over the past thirteen seasons.

Juraj Deák entered the drama ensemble of the

Moravian-Silesian National Theatre at roughly the same time

(1992) and led the ensemble in the years 1993 – 2004. Born

in Bratislava (1958), a graduate of the Prague DAMU, he is

a producer who likes a fixed text and a large stage. From the

Slovak theatre he brought with him an emphasis on the

#Ludmila Petrushevskaia, Cinzano / Divadelní společnost Petra Bezruče, Ostrava 2004
Directed and set by André Hübner-Ochodło >Photo archives 



dramaturgical interpretation of a mise-en-scene and an

inspiring sense of the creativity of the actor. He concentrates

mainly on the production of classical titles and his style of

production focuses on generous stage gestures and inventive

interpretation. He guides the actors towards psychologically

well-prepared characters with internal logical motivation and

builds on the emotionality of expression and timeless

themes. Among his best productions, always in some way

surprising, were Goldoni’s Le Baruffe Chiozziotte (1993),

Miller’s Death of a Salesman (1994), Shakespeare’s tragedies

of King Lear (1996) and Romeo and Juliet (1999), as well as

Chekhov’s Three Sisters (2001) and Lorca’s The Blood

Wedding (2002). In composition and design his productions

recall a large canvas. The sets do not aim to be historical; on

the contrary they create a modern, contrastingly strict and

even impersonal scene. He has a sense for graduation and the

whole, which could be seen best in his productions of the

musicals The Fiddler on the Roof by Jerry Bock and Joseph

Stein (1995) and The Man from La Mancha by Dale

Wasserman, Mitch Leight and Joe Darion (1998). In the non-

commercial form of these musical productions without

singing stars, but with an intensive dramatic element, Deák

created in Ostrava the specific variant of the “straight theatre”

musical. Under his leadership the ensemble was open to

young actors and the synthesis of experience and the courage

of youth further strengthened its theatrical qualities.

Pavel Cisovský (1943) is one of the theatre people who

grew up in Ostrava. The artistic director of the company of

the Aréna Chamber Theatre, director, dramaturge, actor and

scriptwriter began his theatrical career with the amateurs. In

1986 he was taken on by the then reconstructed Music

Theatre, where he began to prepare the first drama

programmes, performances of poetry and performances for

children. He was the director of the first proper production

(The Trial by Franz Kafka, 1991) and also of the first

production with its own ensemble of the commencing Aréna
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Chamber Theatre (Gyula Urbán – Jaroslav Pochmon: Pale-

blue Peter, 1993). Pavel Cisovský often directs the

adaptations of literary works (Charles de Coster: Thyl, 1998;

Bohumil Hrabal: I Served the King of England, 1999, etc.), but

also classical texts (William Shakespeare: The Taming of the

Shrew, 1993; Hamlet, 1995; King Lear, 1997). As an actor he

has had two great creations in the recent past, through which

he made a considerable contribution to key productions of

the Aréna Theatre: the magical Prophet Ilya in the play of the

same name by Tadeusz Słobodzianek (2000) and the noble

Professor Preobrazhensky in the grotesque Dogheart by

Mikhail Bulgakov (2003) and most recently the Father in

Tales of Common Insanity by Petr Zelenka (2003). In the

Aréna Chamber Theatre Pavel Cisovský realises the concept

of open theatre, the poetry of which (in spite of the large

number of guest directors) is reliably defined by the

miniature size of the theatre, the young public and the

requirement for an urgent testimony about this world.

Janusz Klimsza comes from the Polish community in

the Těšín area (1961). He studied production in Wrocław and

at DAMU in Prague. In Ostrava he is the youngest in terms of

“service” – now he is completing a highly successful four-

year period as head of the Petr Bezruč Theatre (2001 – 2004).

Although he is first and foremost a director, he is also

a playwright, dramaturge, stage designer, actor and

translator. To various extents he has participated as such in

his own provocative productions of The Young Guard in the

Jungle Years (to the motifs of Alexander Fadeyev) and

Russian Beauty Fragmentarily Revealed (after Viktor

Yerofeyev, both 2001) and the monodrama Jordan by Ann

Reynolds and Moira Buffini (2002). For Andrzej

Celiński’s production of The Mouth of Mick Jagger he did the

translation of Doman Nowakowski’s play and in it he also

played the part of the ageing rock fan, “Granddad” Jan

(2002). His best production in this theatre was Tennessee

Williams’ Glass Menagerie (2001). In spite of the apparently

seclusive text he managed to express on the stage the basic

questions of today’s chaotic world with its shaky values and

imperatives, doing so through the fascinating performances

of, in particular, Lucie Žáčková (Laura), Anna Cónová

(Amanda) and the charismatic Richard Krajčo (Tom). The

production originally came into being at the Janáček

Conservatory in Ostrava, where the producer was teaching at
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the time. To the theatre in Ostrava Klimsza introduced in

particular his own intimate knowledge of the Polish theatre. In

this direction the peak of his efforts are two Czech premieres

of important Polish plays. The first was Mrożek’s Love in the

Crimea in the drama company of the Moravian-Silesian

National Theatre (2000, with the unforgettable Jan Filip in the
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role of Zakhedrinsky), which he created in the form

of a bitterly grotesque fresco of the history of the

spirit of the 20th century. The second was the play

Prophet Ilya by Tadeusz Słobodzianek, which he

directed in his own translation in the Aréna

Chamber Theatre (2001). He staged the bizarre

story of the fates of the religious folk visionary and

the sect of his disciples as a suggestive modern

morality play. Janusz Klimsza is a master of

production on both large and small stages and his

work with the actors is very productive. The fact

that he takes over the function of head of the drama

ensemble of the Moravian-Silesian National Theatre

from Juraj Deák this year is therefore linked with

justified expectations.

Oxana Meleshkina-Smilková comes from Kiev (1955).

She acclaims the production school of Tairov and Meyerhold,

studied direction at MCHAT, studied under Peter Brook and

has directed in Great Britain, Germany and the USA. In the

Czech Republic she staged for the first time in the Aréna

Chamber Theatre in Ostrava Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard

(1996), in which she found unifying poetics for the ensemble,

consisting at that time of professional actors, students from

the Conservatory and amateurs. Then in the drama ensemble

of the Moravian-Silesian National Theatre she studied another

Chekhov play, Uncle Vanya (1998), in which the traditional

hopelessness of Chekhov’s characters was replaced by post-

modern up-dated associations and provocative comic

exaggeration. The production was based on a grotesque

interpretation of the text, on the actors’ accenting of themes

and the layering of visual symbols and signs (co-operation

with scenographer Yevgeniy Kulikov). Through both of these

productions the director made a considerable contribution to

the dismantling of the production conventions and traditions

of Chekhov’s work in the Czech theatre, both had great

supporters and opponents. To the intimate studio space of the

Aréna Chamber Theatre the producer returned with the

production of Radzinsky’s play The Last Night of the Last Tsar

(2001), in which she confirmed her unique style aimed at the

emotional motivation of the audience. 

Oxana Meleshkina-Smilková has so far directed only three

times in Ostrava, but she has had a significant impact on the

theatre here. A further outstanding creator with experience of

the Russian theatre is Sergei Fedotov, a native of Perm in

the Urals (1961), a pupil of Mark Zacharov. After working in

a number of European theatres and in the Czech Republic

(from 1998) he prepared two outstanding productions at once

in Ostrava in the 2002/03 season: the dramatisation of
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Dostoyevsky’s Idiot in the Petr Bezruč Theatre and the

adaptation of Bulgakov’s grotesque novella Dogheart. Both

productions are examples of the school of direction linking

up with the methods of Mikhail Chekhov. They are

distinguished by concentrated acting and work with detail,

with emphasis on the mise-en-scene, on the credibility of the

atmosphere and of relationships. Fedotov achieves in his

work with the actor an authentic combination of physical and

emotional activity and the culmination of situations in

precise points. In Dogheart there are two outstanding

actor’s performances, that of Michal Čapek in the title role

and that of Pavel Cisovský as Professor Preobrazhensky. The

collective harmony in the production of the Idiot changes,

thanks to Fedotov’s method of production, into a multiplied

statement on despair, loneliness and the tragic fatefulness of

emotions and passions. The latest production of Sergei

Fedotov with the drama ensemble of the Moravian-Silesian

National Theatre is that of The Little Devil of Fiodor Sologub

(2004). Fedotov’s productions met with an already prepared

public in Ostrava, which was able to appreciate his style:

theatrical imagery with elements of internal tensions,

convincing acting and impressive scenic atmosphere.

Festivals, students, amateur
theatre

Also part of the Ostrava theatre life, open to multicultural

influences, are further theatrical forms of expression. Since

1995 there has been a festival of puppet theatres in Ostrava

with a two-yearly cycle – Spectaculo Interesse – today the

largest international puppet festival in the Czech Republic.

A second festival, which started off in 1997, is the annual

municipal drama festival, now entitled Ost-ra-var. All the

Ostrava ensembles participate in it with a selection of the

best productions of the season and it is intended in particular

for drama critics, drama schools and students of theatrology

in the Czech Republic. Since 2001 it has even been attended

by students from Bratislava and Katowice. The festival has

played a considerable part in helping Ostrava theatre to enter

the national context.

Also a long-standing part of theatre life here is the musical

drama department of the Janáček Conservatory in

Ostrava, which is housed in a modern and generously

designed building. The department was established in 1972

for the school leaving certificate subject of Acting. Among the

teachers are mainly actors, producers and dramaturges of the

local theatres. Among its graduates are successful theatre

and film actors such as Tereza Bebarová, Ivana Chýlková,

Richard Krajčo, Jaromíra Mílová, Eva Vejmělková and so on. 

Before 1989, in the illiberal so-called socialist society, it was

not possible to establish a professional studio theatre in Ostrava.

The non-traditional and alternative type of theatre was,

however, finally implemented outside the supervision of the

authorities in an amateur environment: for instance the White
Theatre, an ensemble that strove from its establishment in

1982 for shocking authenticity in acting and the linking of

strong literary inspiration with the elements of a happening and

performance, still exists today. At the present time it is the

Czech ensemble most frequently invited to perform abroad,

especially with the production of You Who Ski (1997), which

came into being on the basis of inspiration from a book of

drawings by Martin Velíšek (see Czech Theatre 16). Present at

the birth of the White Theatre were, among others, Jan Číhal,

Luděk Jičínský and the dramaturge Vladimír Machek. Also well

known in the amateur sphere is the Ostrava children’s ensemble

Dividlo, which is led by Saša Rychecký, and recently also the
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The Theatre in Ostrava: 
a Phenomenon of the Industrial Agglomeration

Zóna Dance Theatre. Its head, Lenka Dřímalová, organises

in Ostrava an international festival of dance theatre entitled

Dance Ostrava (in 2004 for the fourth time). Ostrava theatre

culture is also indirectly affected by the specific Ostrava

phenomenon known by the designation Stodolní (street). This

is a part of the city, which consists of several dozen bars, clubs,

dance halls and restaurants, with which the literary, musical,

artistic and theatrical life is also bound up.

Contemporary Ostrava theatre is notable for its vitality

and creativity in an environment, which differs considerably

from other “more cultural” centres in the rawness of its

everyday life. All the four theatres do not compete with one

another; each maintains its own segment of the public. On

the contrary, they are distinguished by their co-operation.

And this is not only the jointly organised festival of Ost-ra-

var. In the 2000/01 season all the theatres here realised

a collective project here entitled Joint Voyage (In One Boat),

to which the White Theatre was also invited. It must also be

said that the city of Ostrava provides considerable support to

the local theatres. After the building of a completely new

puppet theatre (that in itself is a rarity) there was the costly

reconstruction of the Antonín Dvořák Theatre (2000) and in

the foreseeable future the new venue for the Aréna Chamber

Theatre will be completed (in the premises of the Ostrava

City Library). Such support is far from common everywhere.

It is also thanks to this that Ostrava is today, alongside

Prague and Brno, the third most developed and liveliest

centre of the theatre in the Czech Republic.
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The Diabolical Angel 
strong in this field (Markéta Bláhová, Lenka Havlíková,

Michal Lang); when, after graduating in 1993, almost all of

them moved to the Drama Studio (Činoherní studio) in Ústí

nad Labem (Pokorný becoming artistic director of the

theatre) it turned out that they could put together an entire

season out of their own texts (Martin J. Švejda: “A ‘Czech

Season’ at the Činoherní [Drama] Theatre”, Theatre 17).

Pokorný was also fortunate in being able to take part in the

international drama workshop held every June at the Royal

Court Theatre in London. This happened, moreover, in 1995,

an important year for the British “in-yer-face” school of

drama, and Pokorný later became its devoted interpreter in

the Czech context.

Pokorný’s period in Ústí reached a climax with the

“Czech” and later the “international” season of original work.

Notable productions in the Czech season included

Pokorný’s staging of his own play Taťka střílí góly (Dad

Jiří Pokorný (1967) comes from Ostrava, and spent his

childhood in the city of great furnaces and bituminous

coalmines which has in recent years begun to acquire a the

status of a legend, as a kind of cultural Czech Liverpool. This

young man – at first sight fragile – is clearly equipped with

the ambition and mental stamina which (as well as talent) is

necessary for a theatre director. (After his school-leaving

exam, he worked in the coking plant of the Nová huť foundry

in Ostrava.) 

Pokorný’s studies in the Drama Faculty of the Academy of

Performing Arts in Prague during the “revolutionary” period

at the turn of the 80s and 90s guided another imaginary fairy

godmother to the cradle of the future director – Chance.

Pokorný became one of the exponents of what was known as

the Vostrý School – a group of students of dramaturgy and

direction encouraged by Professor Jaroslav Vostrý to their

own writing for the theatre. Pokorný’s year was particularly

1. Ostrava – Prague – Ústí nad Labem



Scores), which won the Alfréd Radok Award for 1997, another

of his plays Odpočívej v pokoji (Rest in Peace – Radok Award

winner 1998), directed by David Czesany and a scenario of

his which formed the basis of the collective improvisation

Plechovka (Tin Can) presented under the pseudonym Jarol

Ostraval. However, as a director he is best remembered by

audiences and critics of this period for the production Krysa

(Rat) based on a text by his dramaturge Lenka Havlíková. It

showed, not for the last time, that naturalistic elements in

language and style of his texts and the grotesque quality of

his work as a director is accompanied in no small measure by

an imagination which is almost Surrealist. In Rat – the story

of a girl who, from a typically narrow-minded existence

somewhere on a housing estate, escapes into her own inner

world, ending in a psychiatric clinic – Pokorný combined

veristically conceived domestic scenes in a completely

equipped kitchen with “epic film” stylisation – and an ending

in a mental institute, staged like an opera. He thus

synthesised the two trends into which his style of direction

was divided at that time.

Collective exercises in naturalism (Tin Can, 1999) and, the

same year, the staging of a dramatisation by Janoš Krist of

the novel Moscow Stations by Venedikt Yerofeyev on the

stage of Pokorný’s next employment, the HaDivadlo

(HaTheatre) in Brno, presented one pole of his style; the

other was his production of lesser-known classic Czech

operas on the stage of the Divadlo J. K. Tyla (J. K. Tyl

Theatre) in Pilsen.

2. Scandal at the Opera
Pokorný’s very first opera production, Zdeněk

Fibich’s Šárka, immediately became the scandal of the

century in that traditionally conservative city. It had its

repercussions not only in discussions between audiences and

critics, but also in high political places of the municipality and

the Czech Ministry of Culture. Even the critics were not

unambiguous; whereas specialist opera critics universally

dismissed Pokorný’s provocative staging as inconsistent with

Fibich’s theme and music, the theatre critics praised it. The

director set this mythical tale from ancient Slavonic times

(derived from the infamous forged documents of Czech

Romanticism) in the 1940s, and viewed the legendary struggle

between patriarchal and matriarchal society through the

prism of the implacable “class war” of show trials with traitors

to the nation, and of the macabre architecture of the time.

Pokorný’s return to the Pilsen opera two years later with
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a staging of Otakar Ostrčil’s Kunálovy oči (Kunala’s Eyes) had

even fewer supporters. In the words of one regional reviewer,

the director “in a way attempted everything an over-sized

genre allows”. Pokorný enclosed the story and music of

Ostrčil’s opera in his own story, but the topicality of his story

was not grasped: in the first “action” act, puppets played the

roles of singers; in the second, in which the hero’s absurdly

tragic blinding took place, the actors performed in front of

a staged “audience” sitting on the stage and watching the

event like a remote scandal on television; in the third he

attempted, with the use only of music and lighting, to make

material the world of the blind.

Powerfully updating elements – present even where no-

one would look for them – in Pokorný’s production of

“escapist” neo-Romantic operas, are evidence of the fact that

he is fascinated by the present day: classic plays form an

imperceptible part of his dramatic repertoire. He has his

reason as a professional artist: “The contemporary play is the

only possible means of expanding the possibilities of staging;

of exertion, for example, in the style of acting, which for the

time being is of more or less the same ‘presumptive quality’

in every Czech theatre”, as he said in an interview in 2000.

3. Under the sign of “Coolness”
After eight years at the Drama Studio in Ústí, Pokorný

moved to the HaTheatre in Brno, a renowned company of the

1980s which in the 1990s – in spite of exceptional successes

such J.A. Pitínský’s 1996 production of Job – was foundering.

During this period he gave up his own writing, but even so,

did not give the Brno company his exclusive attention. He

began to direct as a guest, first at the Divadlo Na zábradlí

(Theatre on the Balustrades), which was seeking a new face

after the death of Petr Lébl – and before long with the drama

company of the National Theatre (which, from the 2002/3

season was led by representatives of Pokorný’s generation:

director Michal Dočekal as artistic director and

Pokorný’s long-term colleague Lenka Kolihová Havlíková as

one of the dramaturges).

This “diabolical angel” of the Czech theatre thrust his way

into the new millennium on thunderous and from time to time

capricious vehicles of contemporary European and Czech

texts. It was Pokorný who introduced Mark Ravenhill to the

Czech stage. He did not however choose his best-known play

Shopping and F***ing (which he entrusted to the Ústí

company to be staged by Michal Dočekal) but the less

frequently produced Faust (Faust is Dead) inspired by the

philosophy and American experience of Michel Foucault. The

Brno production, voted by the Czech critics the most important

dramaturgical event of the year (Alfréd Radok Award, 2000),

shocked the unprepared audience member by the explicitness

of its homoerotic scenes, and other naturalistic elements

which anchored this philosophical-erotic theatre road-movie.

Popcorn was prepared on an elevated podium above the stage

as though on an altar, and a number of scenes were transferred

by a videocamera (prescribed by the author) to a screen in raw

detail. At the same time, a girls’ choir appeared in the play in

stylised historical theatre costumes, as well as absurdly

mutated animals to which Ravenhill’s text only refers. The

author, present in person at the November premiere in Brno,

was especially struck by the moment when a giant

angel’s wing is thrust out on stage through a gap above the

podium. The director’s playfulness and a specifically Czech,

surrealistically lyrical, quality of the absurd injected a certain
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softness and even hope into the story of two men mutually

seducing each other, Mephistopheles-like, and even others

around them to death. The many-layered, sober and even

daringly open acting, physically and mentally, of Tomáš

Matonoha (the philosopher Alain) and Pavel Liška (Pete)

undoubtedly represented a landmark in the theatre careers of

these young actors.

Pokorný was the first to bring to the Czech stage another

new European dramatist, Marius von Mayenburg. It was with

a production of his Parasites that Pokorný effectively said

farewell to his former stage in Ústí in spring 2001. It was not

greatly appreciated by the public nor by the major part of the

critics, mainly because Pokorný failed both with his stage

resources and with his actors’ performances to achieve

a more distinctive structure for this play, raised by the

author’s expressive language, about the life of the “human

insect” in an anonymous city.

A substantially better impression was made by

Mayenburg’s most famous play Fireface, Pokorný’s opening

production as artistic director of HaTheatre in October of the

same year. In Pokorný’s interpretation, Mayenburg’s frosty

factual variation on the tragedy of family revenge set in

a middle-class family of today returns to the Expressionist

tradition (unlike Ostermaier’s magically chilling hyper-realist

concept which the Czech audience knew through

a performance in the context of the Prague Festival of

German Theatre in 1999). The set (by Jan Štěpánek) was

created from fragments or confining empty “scenery” of

home. The actors who played the parents grotesquely

hyperbolised their characters and their physicality, which

contrasted with the sincere, unalienated responses of the

children – the pyromaniac Pavel and his sister Olga, linked by

incest. It is only at the end of the play that Pavel changes
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from an unhappy mental case into an abominable monster.

As Milan Uhde noted in his review (Svět a divadlo 6/2001),

Pokorný dealt with the text as a “dramatising lyric”. It has to

be added that this approach is typical for all his recent

productions.

4) On the Balustrades –
“pre- and after-cool”

Before starting at the HaTheatre, Pokorný directed his first

production at the Theatre on the Balustrades. Compared with

his work in Ústí and Brno, his repertoire in this cradle of

Czech absurd theatre – he has so far directed four plays there

– has from the start presented a quite different profile. The

first play he directed was Jean-Claude Carrière’s Terrace,

a text which Pokorný “inherited” from the late Petr Lébl.

However, the originality of his production won him

a nomination for the annual Alfréd Radok Award (Marie

Málková in the role of Madelaine won the Radok Award for

Best Actress). The director set this conversation piece, in the

best French tradition with the absurd motif of an impossible

death, in the 1960s. The functionalism of plastic materials,

the garish fashions, and the affectedness à la Antonioni or

Fellini imbued it with a compelling style. The actors – headed

by Málková as the femme fatale Madelaine – created a variety

of egocentric figures with grotesque exaggeration in which

however a presentiment of their existential troubled state was

not lost. Lightly absurd conversations were interrupted by

similarly absurd gusts of a rough wind, introduced by the

director, and moments of a purely theatrical absurdity (for

example, Pokorný prepared for the audience a false interval

and a false end to the performance).

Another production Pokorný directed at the Balustrades,

George Tabori’s Ballad of the Wiener Schnitzel, arose from

a text which, although written in the 1990s, does not connect

overmuch with contemporary dramatic trends. The critic Jan

Kerbr appropriately described it as a “nostalgic fantasy with

bitter humour, accentuating Jewish obsessions and phobias”.

After an idyllic opening scene in a Viennese restaurant, the

play takes us into the inner world of the professional taster

Alfons Morgenstern. After the unacknowledged host calls

him a Jewish pig, the hero succumbs to the idea that Austria

has again been overpowered by Nazi rule. His wanderings

among childhood memories in the holocaust, through which

penetrate frostily grotesque echoes of Fascism in daily life,

end at the tomb of his ancestors, where Morgenstern

fatalistically tastes a pork cutlet. Pokorný’s use of Czech

surnames (in this production Morgenstern is called Jitřenka)

located the play to the North of the central European region,

and from time to time he treated the festeringly grotesque

vision with bizarre Post-Modern literalness (the animal

masks of the staff in the psychiatric clinic) which increased

the distancing of the audience. Emotional contact thus rested

on the shoulders of the precisely led actors with the

charismatic Jiří Ornest at their head.
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In the course of the 2002/3 season Pokorný became

a member of the artistic leadership of the Theatre on the

Balustrades – and began to influence its dramaturgy as well.

In May and June he directed the premieres of a “German

diptych”, two new plays by young German dramatists which

can be considered a reaction to the first, naturalistic wave of

the new European drama.

Gieselmann’s spine-chiller Herr Kolpert seems to be an

extract of that poetic, to the extent that it balances on the

edge of self-parody. Its cynical heroes, participants in

a domestic party, belong (like the characters in Fireface) to

the emotionally unfeeling and apathetic middle class;

however, in place of Mayenburg’s imaginative lines, their

dialogue is put together from a prefabricated vocabulary of

the type: “We longed terribly to feel something. That we are

human. Then it occurred to us: murder.”

Pokorný warmed up the banal dialogue, full of

undischarged inner tension, with continual alternation of

rhythm and tempo. The situations taking place in a kind of

real time (sometimes unbearably real for the audience) issue

in explosions of ecstatic or hysterical activity, violence and

destruction. Pokorný arranged these as his kind of

choreography, taking into consideration the individual

actors. The supreme performance of the production was

given by Natálie Drabiščáková in the role of Edith Mole. The

self-controlled, reserved fine lady with her hair in a bun,

gradually manipulated by the host couple before the very

eyes of the audience into the role of a subconscious
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accomplice, changes into a hirsute witch with a demonic

voice and majestically impulsive orgiastic movements.

Figures which at the beginning of the play so much

resembled a well-placed childless young couple enjoying

a life-style known today throughout the West, personify at

the end absolute cynicism. Pokorný here goes further than

the author. The astonishing and utterly calm closing

pronouncement of the surviving characters that they feel

“strangely enough, completely normal” (after three perfect

murders) is made problematic by the closing floodlighting of

the victorious trio: bloody faces with staring empty eyes

belonging to animals – maybe wolves.

Push up 1-3 by Roland Schimmelpfennig distances itself

from the naturalism of the 1990s mainly by its form. The sexual

tension of the background battle over promotion in the office of

a supranational firm is inherent in the “high style” of

conversational quickfire and the long, descriptive and narrative

monologues. Here too Pokorný used the method of alternating

two sharply-defined stylisations and rhythms. In the dialogues

he completely suppressed any kind of hesitation on the part of

the characters; all of them react automatically and always

perfectly exactly to their adversaries’ lines, as though they had

a bat in place of a brain. They behave as though they were

performing in a Hollywood film. Their restraint is as elegant as

the squalls of their passions, their gestures are a pantomime of
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self-conscious gestures, some sort of body language borrowed

from film stars. The monologues, extracted from the “real

action” by different lighting and a different, passionately

nervously sounding musical motif, separates the character

from situation and time, and brings a different acting

stylisation – reveals the desperation of a felt emptiness and

hidden aggressiveness. The production as a whole suffered

from the unbalanced anticlimactic structure of

Schimmelpfennig’s play; however, its first two scenes brought

a grotesque but paradoxically truthful picture of people whose

lives withered in the building of a career. This is then regularly

disrupted by the last remnant of their humanity – sex.

5) Top Dogs and Top Girls 
on Anxiety Street

The German diptych at the Balustrades preceded two

productions by Pokorný at other theatres. With the

production of Urs Widmer’s Top Dogs he effectively said

farewell to his directorship of the HaTheatre, whilst the

preparation of a new Czech play by Iva Volánková, Stísněná

22 (22 Anxiety Street), in March 2002 became his debut on

the boards of the National Theatre (at the Stavovské divadlo

[Estates Theatre]). He returned in February 2004 when for

his next guest direction there he chose the more than twenty-

year-old play Top Girls by Caryl Churchill. All these texts can

be described as collective discussion dramas (in the case of

22 Anxiety Street, as lyrical). And with Schimmel-

pfennig’s Push-up they are linked by a very urgent theme.

Pokorný formulated it in an interview: “This age relies on

striking individuality, people-machines. And on the other

hand it forgets the things for which man is especially

equipped (tenderness, tolerance, solidarity).”

Pokorný was one of the first in the Czech theatre after

November 1989 to have the courage to deal openly with

a social theme, and even in a form which Marxists would

maybe have called “a critique of contemporary capitalism

and the alienation of man in it”. Pokorný did not of course

think in these categories – however, his last production can

actually evoke unpleasant associations in a person who still

remembers the schematic evaluation of all art.

The case of Widmer’s Top Dogs is less evident. The

collective heroes of the play are the clients of an outfit

described in management Newspeak as “outplacement”,

some sort of outpatients’ net for unwanted managers.

The sacked “top dogs” repent onstage, live through

catharsis, lie about themselves and their “fellow patients”;

they are apathetic, hysterical, pitiable – and ridiculous. Their

poignant unpreparedness to lead a normal life even reminded

the Slovak dramaturge Martin Porubjak of the heroes of

Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard. Their étude with mattresses was

unforgettable: for endless minutes these one-time rulers of

all-powerful firms search for a space on the small stage where

they could lie down for their collective meditation. The

gratification of the Czech audience was all the more in that
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this establishment (albeit the past establishment) was played

with irony and even sympathy by the actors of the HaTheatre

– from the 1980s famed for their alternative life style. In the

Czech context moreover, the portrayal of former bosses – up

to now concealed under the masks of apparently lasting

success and management jargon – functions as a mockery of

the rampant post-revolution worldliness. Even their nostalgia

has a specifically Czech form: the time of the play comes to

a long halt when one of the “executives” sings with touching

devotion a song by the Czech icon of the “timeless” years of

the 1970s normalisation, Hana Zagorová, Paint Pictures

Again, celebrating the poverty of youth. 

Caryl Churchill’s Top Girls as directed by Pokorný at the

Estates Theatre lacked such an inner Czech anchorage. The

audience could submerge itself in the world of this twenty-

year-old British play only by means of their feelings and the

pregnantly expressed theme. Top Girls is in fact two plays in

one, linked by the character of the young executive Marlene. In

the first, at a fictional celebration in Marlene’s honour, a group

of outstanding women in history evoke their frequently

grotesque fates in which they solve the problems of

womanhood, motherhood and a full life in a patriarchal world.

The second “play” follows the theme in concrete shape in the

life of Marlene and those close to her in Thatcherite Britain.

Marlene as a young single mother has her child adopted by her

own sister, and then builds a career without this encumbrance,

today rarely visiting her retarded (!) and renounced daughter.

In his direction Pokorný underlines the precariousness of

the question Churchill is posing. Both “plays” are linked by

a stage metaphor: the introductory celebration is performed

in a luxurious restaurant at a table behind a large illuminated

pool; and in that pool, in a final scene added by the director,

Marlene’s daughter Angie – the outsider – drowns like Ophelia.

Whatever interesting exercises this provided for the female

ensemble of the National Theatre, the production was on the

whole unpopular with its audience, allergic to too suggestive

a posing of socially political questions.

Pokorný’s preceding production in the Estates Theatre, 22

Anxiety Street, also had a feminist theme, but actually came

up against a different block. The play (which came second in

the Radok Award for 2001) presents a lyrical portrait of one

house and the past century lived in it, where instead of solid

characters, “voices of the house” – which merge together in

an insistent flow of destinies and feelings – appear as the

occupant. Pokorný’s decision to rehearse an original Czech

play after several years was courageous, but his team clearly

did not believe that the original version of the text was

capable of standing up on the large stage of the premier

Czech drama stage. A new version of the play emerged which

traced the destinies and characters more realistically, more

grotesquely – and more conventionally. The conflicts

indicated here close in death, catharsis, acceptance. Without

a sufficiently strong dramatic basis, the valiant efforts of the

actors to make concrete the sketchy characterisation were lost.

Here too in the end Pokorný folded his production with

a scenic metaphor. He “removes” the inhabitants of the house

into the temporary accommodation of a large gymnasium

(little more than half a year after the great Prague floods of

August 2002) – and thus created a metaphor of the eternal

temporary quality of our lives. The whole production then

closed with a slightly mysterious symbol: in the empty

gymnasium a young gymnast performed her acrobatic set of

floor exercises.

Pokorný is undoubtedly one of the Czech theatre’s leading

directors. He is outstanding in his unique sense for metaphor,

rhythm and guidance of the actors. His domain is the

grotesque and the playful Post-Modern uniting of the

discontinuous. He is able to stage both opera and the

conversation piece at an exceptional level.

However, it seems that in his directing he has recently

begun to implement the ambition which led him to writing

his own plays, an effort to represent his own vision of the

world and its problems. The angelic wings of a moralist are

concealed in diabolically grotesque garb.
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>In the long term, and last year exclusively, you’ve concentrated

on the staging of contemporary plays. How do you absorb the

present – through films, books or performances?

Newspapers and television as well, even though I read and

watch them as a sort of brainwashing.

>There are creative artists who cut themselves from everyday

bits of news from the papers so as they don’t distract them.

Yes, Váchal for example [Czech printmaker, Ed.], but I’m

doing theatre, I have to slide down real waves on a real board.

>No alternative private world with its roots in your childhood?

I do have a world like that but nothing pulls me towards it.

I’m glad I’ve put my childhood behind me.

>Every good theatre reflects its own time in its productions of

the classics such as Molière or Chekhov…

Molière doesn’t attract me at all, that sort of theatre is passé

for me. I would have no idea how to express its environment,

except for Don Juan, maybe. Even when the characters are

brought up to date, that sort of up-dating seems flat to me.

I wouldn’t be able to do even Chekhov, however much he used

I Don't 
Like

Generalised
Theatre 

(Director Jiří Pokorný 
in conversation with 

Richard Erml)



to exhilarate me. All he means for me now is a pile of quips

and empty time, which the characters fill in only at a general

level of sensation. The authors of past centuries represent

a road to the past which I ought to get to know thoroughly in

its period context. I would lock myself in with a historian and

a designer and work out what a courtier’s three-month-old

shoes would look like, how they would affect his way of

walking when he approached the king.

Isn’t such period accuracy more suitable for film or literature?

I don’t like generalised theatre, and these people lived in

a different time from us, that’s why these apparently

secondary issues are worth our interest. What is determining

for me is setting the dramatic time which becomes the starting

point for shaping the characters, their behaviour. For

example, we’re working on The Farmer’s Woman by Gabriela

Preissová [a Czech playwright from the turn of the 19th and

20th centuries, Ed.], which comes out of a real environment

but is written in an artificial language, the situations are

artificially constructed. And that’s the reason we’re stylising it

as a print of the 1920s, 1930s.

In your dislike of the Chekhovian classics, could you be hiding

a need to define yourself, with regard to contemporaries of

yours who use Chekhov as a vehicle for their own personal

story?

No, definitely not, even though I think directors who

manipulate the classics should try writing their own plays if

they need to express themselves to the world that much. I try to

use unexplored material, not just for possible adventures but

also for the possibility of learning something new, and not

only providing an original interpretation.

What’s more, contemporary plays have the advantage I can

understand the characters. When I’m watching 1930s films on

TV, I can see that the actors speak, gesticulate, appear,

differently, that they’re subject to different social conventions.

Whereas with a play written five, ten years ago, I know

that’s the world I lived in myself. I know something about it.
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Nebeský is a unique director, not only in the context of

Czech theatre, with an unmistakable scenic style (Czech

Theatre 14 and 17). In his productions – pictures he always

takes the literary model and its sense into account somehow

from within, from the basis of human situations and

regardless of theatrical or literary conventions and genres. It

is clear that his attention and fantasy are never engaged by

anything less than the fundamental questions of human

existence – love, faith, isolation, death, guilt, punishment...

It is therefore natural that with him we always find ourselves

on the ground of literary or historical myths or biblical

parable, usually both. Through his own experience and the

experience of the actors Nebeský enters with the authors of

the literary models into a highly intimate, almost private

dialogue, often hermetically enciphered, but thanks to

a wealth of associations entertaining in a special manner.

Under the condition of a certain personal exertion everyone

in the audience may participate, each in his own way. 

SILENCE IS SEXY30/

Silence Is Sexy
These words, which together with a playful jazz melody accompany the first scene of the latest production by Jan

Nebeský, Solingen, also describe – naturally with a degree of exaggeration – the exceptional attraction of his work as
a director. This description could also be developed still further: the silence is not only sexy, the silence also teases,
provokes, arouses curiosity. In Nebeský’s productions words and action are on the decrease and there is an increase in
complexly composed scenic action and music. Unfinished stories, personal rituals, paradoxical gags, inexplicable anxiety
or, on the contrary, joy in life, neurosis, harrowing self-reflection, liberating ecstasy, peace and conciliation – these are the
ingredients of the esoteric messages, which Jan Nebeský presents to the public. 



In the majority of Nebeský’s last productions the signed

author of the text is the distinctive adaptor of literary

material, dramatist, graphic and designer, Egon Tobiáš. This

was the case in the production of the Theatre on the

Balustrades (Divadlo Na zábradlí) entitled JE SUiS,

“a detective poem after 2-3 novels by Georges Bernanos” or in

the production of the Comedy Theatre entitled It’s Time for It

to Change (Je na čase, aby se to změnilo) based on

Ajar’s novel Life with a Boa Constrictor. For the production in

the Brno HaTheatre (HaDivadlo) The Tempest II Tobiáš

prepared for Nebeský text variations on the theme of

Shakespeare’s The Tempest, and their latest joint premiere in

the Comedy Theatre (Divadlo Komedie), entitled Solingen, is

inspired in a similar manner by Hamlet. Tobiáš’s “plays” are

not drama texts in the conventional sense of the word. They

are more or less free text variations inspired by the original

model, literary or dramatic theme. More frequently they use

poetic than dramatic forms. In the production they culminate

in Nebeský’s scenic visions. 

The stage design in Nebeský’s productions (Jan Štěpánek

or Jana Preková) is not a style-forming component of the

performance, but rather creates something like a variable,

suitably marked playing field or a hierarchal environment.

The costumes (Jana Preková) practically ignore the period

context and are far more rather the metaphorical trait sign of

the character and mentality of the figure, the expression and
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depiction of its human core. An important part is played in

Nebeský’s complexly composed production-compositions by

the music, which is always given the floor where human

speech or movement is no longer enough to express some

spiritual facet of the theme. With the exception of Solingen,

which is accompanied by canned music in a selection made

by the director, these are mainly “arias” arising naturally

from the dialogues or monologues, composed for the actors

by Martin Dohnal, and usually also the composer’s live

“improvised” piano accompaniment (sometimes with the

addition of strings, guitar or percussion). The presence of the

musicians gives Nebeský’s production a further dynamic

dimension. 

Since the time when Nebeský produced the play by Lenka

Lagronová entitled Terezka, inspired by the life of St Theresa

of Lisieux (Czech Theatre 14) there has been present in his

work an evident interest in the fates of people who have

undergone some strong spiritual experience. From the

graphic form of the title of the production JE SUiS, in French

“I am”, it is clear that this is a cryptogram, concealing the

word Jesus. This “je suis” is like a refrain throughout this

production on motifs from the novels of Bernanos and the

theme here is the search for faith together with the search for

or confirmation of the own identities of the characters.

According to the context in which this “spell” is pronounced,

it is a declaration, a reminder of responsibility, a question on

the sense of one’s own existence, a prayer, an expression of

confusion, humility, pain, amazement… Everything that is in

some way or another “from God” or related to Him. Even

though Tobiáš’s play and Nebeský’s production are inspired

by concrete works, they create their own world on the stage,

their own relationships. We follow the really only indicated
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fates and stories in complexly composed fragments, but at

the end, of course, – Nebeský avoids almost to a programme

everything stated with finality – no clear solution is reached.

In this “detective” story the characters are searching for and

fulfilling their own plan, their own path. The Priest (Karel

Dobrý) is clarifying his relationship to God, to serving his

parishioners, and gradually comes to realise his task and his

lot. Together with him we suspect illness and the proximity

of death. Gabin (Miloslav Mejzlík) is his experienced

superior and also his “guru” in matters of faith. Somewhat

jovially and somewhat roughly he enters his privacy from the

cupboard (confessional?), and tries to influence him with his

advice. The Daughter (Petra Špalková) – the most dramatic

and most passionate character in the play, must “create…

my… life… again.” She is “covered in mud”, she longs for

something “terrible”, probably the death of her mother the

Countess... And we gradually find out, together with the

Detective, the Doctor and the Priest, the reasons for this

hatred and follow whether she will perform her act. The

Priest returns the Countess (Jorga Kotrbová) – a hard,

uncompromising woman, to God’s love. The Detective and

the Doctor are more observers than true searchers for the

truth. The Detective (Jan Budař) follows, measures and

records everything and through his activity caricatures the

fatuous and aimless positivist effort to capture the secret of

life. The Friend (Saša Rašilov) sniffs drugs flashily, for him it

is more important “to look good than to believe in God”. He

deprives Serafita of her virginity (rapes her?). He does not

search, he is fleeing from himself. Serafita is the embodiment

of humility and faith. A woman – angel.

The production It’s Time for It to Change is a specific clown

performance by two actors: David Prachař and Miloslav

Mejzlík, who have been working with Nebeský for many years

now and have developed a very special and sensitive way of
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acting together. This production, which “shifts and expands

the sense” of Ajar’s novel and is basically the “study of the

lonely human lot” (Zdeněk Hořínek), was preceded, for

instance, by the production of Beckett’s Endgame, where the

same actors played Clove and Ham. Direct links can also be

found with the first joint production of Tobiáš and Nebeský –

Martha (Czech Theatre 17).

The pair of Clowns in It’s Time for It to Change “is based

on a series of evident contrasts: the slender, inventively agile,

nervous Prachař (Polívka, the Czechised hero of Ajar’s story)

in a motley costume – the half blind, firmly settled, only

occasionally clumsily moving and stuffed and blown up to

monstrous obesity Mejzlík (the Commissioner, questioner,

sleuth, provocateur and manipulator) in a black suit. Their

attitudes and mutual relationship – master and servant,

interrogator and interrogated, actor and observer – are

expressed by the actors with experienced virtuosity of

clowns’ actions and gags.” (Z. Hořínek) 

With The Tempest II in the Brno HaTheatre Nebeský

returned to Shakespeare: Hamlet as directed by him and with

David Prachař in the title role (Czech Theatre 14) was one of

the outstanding productions of the Czech theatre scene in the

nineties. This famous production had a free sequel: a scenic

variation entitled Hamlet II, which was prepared under the

direction of Nebeský by David Prachař and musician Pavel

Fajt, improvising on the most varied percussion instruments.

Quotations from Shakespeare’s The Tempest then appeared at

the close of another of Nebeský’s productions –

Strinberg’s Ghost Sonata (Czech Theatre 14), where the

conciliatory words of Prospero’s monologue from the close of
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the play are heard from the lips of the student Arkenholz.

The Tempest II takes place between a public bar, school

desks and public toilets. It is a polemic with the theatrical

analyses as a principle of the reflex of theatrical creativity, in

this case Shakespeare’s dramas. It is also (again) the story of

the search of Prospero (Ján Sedal) for a life path, or rather

a path to the people and the world that surround him. The

director dressed Prospero in his own favourite civilian

clothing – a black-and-white checked butcher’s jacket, a thus

explicitly indicated the autobiographical moments of the

concept of the character. With his blind man’s stick and dark

glasses this somewhat asocial ruler of the island moves

around between the pub and the school desks. He watches

the action and with a certain feeling of superiority he enters

into it only to withdraw again somewhat helplessly –

although self confidently – to the seclusion of his self-

absorbent meditations. From Shakespeare’s The Tempest

there remained the ground plan of relationships and

situations. From it and above it there grow improvised

scenes, which investigate the original starting-points with

playful fantasy.

The characters in what is so far the last of

Nebeský’s premieres, Solingen, or rather their typology, are

only loosely related to Shakespeare’s tragedy. Their names,

however, are the same: Hamlet (Petr Štefek), Claudius (Alois

Švehlík), Ophelia (Gabriela Míčová), Gertrude (Lucie

Trmíková), Horatio (Karel Dobrý). The spirit of Hamlet’s father

has turned into the Good Spirit of the Theatre (Martin Finger).

They investigate the Hamlet themes – in particular “To be or

not to be”: almost every one of the characters attempts to die,

to commit suicide. There is a bath here, where a person

wounded by love or by its impossibility can give himself

a “coup de grace” with a razor of Solingen steel. This is also the

subtitle of the production: Coup de Grace. It is preceded by
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existential angst, the pain caused by love… But every time the

character is mercilessly returned to life, to the stage, to the

play… There is also a resuscitator here, the Good Spirit of the

Theatre, a bit of a clown performing various amusing numbers

(striptease), in the orange-and-yellow clothing of a rescue

worker. Life – in this case the stage existence of the character,

is, to put it briefly, a lot that is not so easy to get rid of. Also

strongly present in Solingen is another of the Hamlet themes –

actors, acting and the theatre. A parallel is drawn here

between the life of man and his path, his fate and the role of

the actor, which has been assigned to him, between the world

and the stage. Nebeský’s actors – like people bearing the

burden of their own existence – are constantly seeking their

place in the play, its sense. Clearly it is also for this reason that

the production is framed by a theatrical rehearsal during

which the director and the dramaturge are also present on the

stage. And there is also a further framework that I should

mention. At the beginning and at the end there are projected

on the wall of the stage reproductions of the drawings of

Leonardo da Vinci, studies of human faces in rage, details of

the human body, muscles, internal organs… In between there

flashes the photograph of Petr Lébl, a director, who took his

own life several years ago on the stage of “his” Theatre on the

Balustrades. This is accompanied by jazz music, free and

natural as should be the flow of life.

In this production what is usually called a role is linked

essentially and individually with the person of the actor. Only

someone who has tried at some time to step onto the stage

knows that the most difficult aspect is mere presence, free and

natural existence on the stage. This is what we can enjoy with

the actors in Nebeský’s productions can enjoy to the full and

it is so suggestive that one leaves the auditorium filled with

the desire to be present body and soul in one’s own life as

truthfully and freely as they are on the stage. 
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From the above-described series of Nebeský’s productions

his direction of Tabori’s Cannibals (nominated for the Alfréd

Radok Awards for 2003) deviates (only) slightly and in it the

actors of the Comedy Theatre and the Drama Studio in Ústí

nad Labem join forces. The theme of the holocaust,

processed in the bizarrely shocking tale of several prisoners

(dead and survivors) from Auschwitz, who recall the strange

meal at which the food served was from their dead fellow-

prisoner Fatty, corresponds with Nebeský’s investigation of

extreme spiritual situations. To eat or not to eat the dead? To

keep one’s humanity even under inhuman conditions and

bear witness or not to submit to a depraved perverted

situation? Those who eat survive and the others go to the gas

chambers.

The stage is dominated by a long table in the foreground

and a gigantic, almost fairytale hellish stove in the

background where the fateful food is cooked. Everything is

permeated by black humour and the play. The most

important thing here is food. Not only in the sense of

consumption, it is also a matter of food as an existential

matter and as an aesthetic experience. The prisoners

suggestively evoke culinary specialities, grotesquely

interpret their memories, amuse themselves by presenting

them. In their memories they gradually return to childhood –

human life, its experience and its sense are cycled. Guilt is

followed not only by punishment, but also by forgiveness and

reconciliation: at the end of the production all the actors,

including the repulsive Gestapo warder, gather at the one

table, have the food brought in that they ordered at the

beginning of the performance and invite the audience to join

them for a joint meal. We perceive an atmosphere of joy,

human companionship, catharsis.

Of Nebeský’s productions of recent years the Cannibals

received the greatest response from both public audience and

critics. Nebeský’s co-operation with Tobiáš in the developing

of almost obsessively repeated themes undoubtedly meant

the discovering and finding of further possibilities in his

approach and style as a director and also in the concept of the

theatre as a means of communication or conducting

a philosophical dispute. Nevertheless it seems that, providing

Nebeský bases his vision as director on a fixed dramatic text,

his work is more understandable and more acceptable to

a wider range of the public without him having to lower his

standard in any way. Nebeský’s desire for theatrical

reflection (or for some kind of stage re-creation) of the

ungraspable and unnameable (although intuitively

concretely felt) principles of life is paradoxically (and at the

same time logically) more capable of survival if it is given

a firm outline in advance.

Egon L. Tobiáš: JE SUiS (The Strange Case of the Priest from

TueS). Director Jan Nebeský, sets Jana Preková, music Martin Dohnal.

Theatre on the Balustrades, Prague, premiere 27. 10. 2001. 

Egon L. Tobiáš: It’s Time for It to Change. Director Jan Nebeský,

sets Jana Preková, music Martin Dohnal, Radim Hladík, Pavel Fajt.

Comedy Theatre, Prague, premiere 20. 10. 2002.

Egon L. Tobiáš: The Tempest II. Director Jan Nebeský, sets Jan

Štěpánek, costumes Jana Preková, music Martin Dohnal. HaTheatre,

Brno, premiere 23. 5. 2003.

Egon L. Tobiáš: Solingen (Coup de Grace). Director Jan Nebeský,

sets Jan Štěpánek, costumes Jana Preková. Comedy Theatre, Prague,

premiere 27. 3. 2004.

George Tabori: Cannibals. Translated by Josef Balvín, director Jan

Nebeský, sets Jan Štěpánek, costumes Jana Preková. Comedy Theatre

Prague,  and Drama Studio, Ústí nad Labem, premiere 5. 4. 2003.
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