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Editorial

EDITORIAL

some possibly imperceptible but, it would seem, not

insubstantial changes. However, in 2005 a number of
remarkable productions and projects again attracted
attention to the theatres of the Moravian metropolis. This
twenty-second issue of the journal Czech Theatre opens with
an overview by Dora Vicenikovd about what the Brno
theatres have been up to. Josef Mlejnek devotes the whole of
one article to Calderén’s Devotion to the Cross, directed in the
Brno City Theatre by guest director Hana BureSov4, putting it
in the context not only of Brno, but contemporary Czech
theatre as a whole. In the article A Century Fascinated with
the Devil Marie Reslova deals with the extensive project One
Hundred Years of the Cobra in which Vladimir Mordvek and
the actors of the Theatre Goose on a String present
a dramatisation of four key novels by Dostoyevsky.

A clear interest among playwrights, dramaturgs, directors
and audiences in focussing on relevant and topical political

In recent years the Brno stage has been passing through

issues, possible to trace in recent vyears, reached
a culmination in the 2005/2006 theatre season. This
phenomenon, evidently related to the parliamentary elections
of June 2006 and to the horrendous scandals of Czech
politicians, is analysed by Jana Machalicka. Productions of
recent plays by Iva Pefinovd - which, thanks to their subtle
humour and their instructive (but personal) view of national
history and national character, have increasingly attracted the
attention of audience and theatre critics in recent years - are
examined by Jana Rezkovad in the article Playing with Fire.

Jan Kerbr’s article Exploring Male Vocations and Pastimes
is devoted to two new plays by Czech authors (David
Drédbek’s Aquabelles and Petr Zelenka’s Theremin) and their
productions.

The journal traditionally closes with articles about the
theatre of music and movement: we have an overview of opera
productions by Radmila Hrdinovd, followed by Nina Van-
geli’s evocative description Czech Dance Zone 2005, where she
aims to identify the departure points of the two most
remarkable productions of movement and alternative theatre:
TuringMachine by Petra Hauerovd’s group TOW and Sclavi by
the studio Farm in the Cave (the latter won Czech theatre’s most
prestigious award, the Alfréd Radok Prize of 2005).

Barbara Topolovd

F. M. Dostoyevsky - René von Ludowitz - Petr Oslzly, Stavrogin is a Devil / Divadlo Husa na provdzku, Brno 2004 / Directed by Vladimir Mordvek
Set design Jan Stépdnek / Costumes Sylva Zimula Handkovd >Photo Jef Kratochvil
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A STROLL THROUGH THE BRNO THEATRE SCENE

in 2005 was the reopening of the oldest theatre

building in Central Europe, the Reduta Theatre, on
Zelny trh. The auditorium, accommodating an audience of
250, now serves as a small-scale stage for the National
Theatre (Ndrodni divadlo) in Brno, which has thus gained
a performance space for experimental and studio works. In
it, the Mahen Theatre company, under new management,
staged a French play by Jean-Claude Carriére The Terrace
(La Terrace) - that has already made its mark in the Czech
Republic and been appreciated by audiences - on this
occasion directed by Zbynék Srba, and also the more
revealing and more ambitious first stage performance of
Ludvik Kundera’s A Play about Jandcek (Hra o Jandckovi).
This text, which examines the character of the famous Brno
composer from an unconventional angle, is fragmentary in
form and presents a succession of brief scenes and images
from Jandcek’s life. The playwright Ludvik Kundera, whose
uncle and namesake, was a pupil of and secretary to the
composer, does not approach the great musician with
a priori respect: playfulness is what comes to the fore as the
basic principle in the text. The author thus refrains from
rendering the artist in all his multifacetedness and

O ne of the most significant theatrical events in Brno

<Ludvik Kundera, A Play about Janacek / Ndrodni divadlo v Brné -
Reduta, Brno 2005 / Directed by Radovan Lipus / Set design David Bazika
a Milan Cech / Costumes Sylva Zimula Handkovd >Photo Jana Hallova

complexity and in place of the grand, rich gesture, lays
emphasis on concrete situation and detail. He selects key
moments from the life of Leo$ Janacek (1854-1928), such as
the death of his daughter Olga, the negative attitude of the
director of the Prague Opera Kovafovic and the
composer’s extra-marital relations with women, as well as
“less essential” matters, neglected by historiography. Thus
the serious is mixed with the light-hearted, the dark and
gloomy with the cheerful, pathos with comedy.

The director Radovan Lipus supported the author’s
composition by an emphasis on dramatic economy, sharp
scene changes, musical accents and swift changes of
costumes and roles. The result is amorphous and hard to
grasp, in which one situation replaces another, the
atmosphere abruptly changes and Janadcek is not put on
a pedestal but forms the pretext for the play. The fragmented
form of the staging of A Play about Jandéek spotlights things
and immediately abandons them. Some motifs return like
a refrain, others grab one’s attention once only. Refrain,
accent, tempo, phrasing - these are approaches that
Kundera’s montage and Lipus’ direction borrow from musical
composition. The director found a brilliant interpreter of the
role of the choleric and often unbearable genius in Brno
National Theatre’s leading actor Zdenék Dvordak.

Dramatic works on the Mahen company’s main stage
oscillated between two very extreme poles. Classic,
spectator comedy was represented by the Georges Feydeau
farce How to Get Rid of Your Mistress (Un fil a la patte)
under the direction of Cubomir Vajdi¢ka and Moliére’s The
School for Wives (L'école des femmes) directed by Ivan
Rajmont. The second of the above-mentioned comedies in
particular handles the familiar motif of the spoilt ward who,
together with her lover and her servant, dupes her elderly
guardian-suitor, tastefully and subtly. Martin Cerny’s
ascetic set and the excellent performances by Zdenék
Dvotdk as Arnolphe and Katefina Holanova as Agnes raised
the famous comic story about a fatal mistake to the level of
tragi-comedy.

With the staging of the Dea Loher play Adam Geist, which
won the award for best German-language drama of 1998,
the Mahen theatre company tried to open the golden
gateway of contemporary drama, a harsh and merciless
portrait of a generation. The young production team headed
by Jakub Macecek provided the “Passion journey” of Adam,
the outsider, with an accompaniment of video-art and
appearances by a numerous chorus. The aesthetically
low-key staging contrasted with the deeply-felt perfor-
mance of VAaclav Neuzil that gained in cogency and
tormenting urgency in that depersonalised setting.

One of the most individual Czech directors, Jan Antonin
Pitinsky, staged Ibsen’s drama Rosmersholm at the Mahen



Ay Henrik Ibsen, Rosmersholm / Ndrodni divadio v Brné, Brno 2005 / Directed by J. A. Pitinsky
Set design Tomds$ Rusin / Costumes Zuzana Stefunkovd >Photo Ludék Svitil
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Milan Uhde — Milo§ St&dron, Ballad for a Bandit / Divadlo Husa na provdzku, Brno 2005 / Directed by Vladimir Mordvek
Set design Martin Chocholousek / Costumes Sylva Zimula Handkovd >Photo Viktor Kronbauer

Theatre, almost eighty years after its last Czech production.
With Slovak guest actor Martin Huba he interpreted the
disturbing story of a man weighed down by his past in dark
red, oppressive shades. Tomd$ Rusin’s empty set segmented
by sharp cones of light, underlines simply the inhospitable-
ness and coldness of Rosmer’s home. The brilliant
performances by Martin Huba and Katefina Holanov4, in the
role of Rebecca, earned them nominations for Thalia awards.

Director Martin Ci¢vdk has been connected with the
National Theatre in Brno since the start of his artistic
career. Works he has directed in Brno can be divided into
popular comedies (A Midsummer Night’s Dream,
Goldoni’s Women’s Tittle-Tattle) and more demanding,
major pieces of contemporary drama or adaptations. Last
year the director tried to tie in with a project already
underway at the National Theatre in Prague, a stage setting
of Scheherazade’s stories. The resulting A Thousand and
One Nights (Scheherazade’s Garden) based on Schimmel-
pfennig’s intertwining of unconnected stories, using the
approaches of narrative theatre, is elaborately arranged yet
lacks impact. The endless flow of stifled words drowns in
monotony and almost gives an impression of vacuousness.

The second largest theatre in Brno, the Brno City Theatre
(Méstské divadlo Brno, capacity 700), focuses particularly
on musicals. It has had full houses not only for tried and
tested titles, which last year included If a Thousand
Clarinets, Jesus Christ Superstar and Oliver!, but also, from
time to time, for its attempts at presenting original works.
One such case last year was the Milan Uhde/Milo$ Stédron
partnership, which was responsible for the legendary
musical Ballad for a Bandit (Balada pro banditu, 1975).
This time the librettist took as his starting point
Zola’s naturalist novel Nana, the story of a Paris prostitute.
The authors stripped the story of sentiment and, following
the model of Schiller’s rational theatre, conveyed it in

a series of images testifying to the misery and filth of
so-called “high society”.

The Brno City Theatre’s dramatic productions included
a somewhat melancholy version of Hrubin’s Romance for
Cornet (Romance pro kiidlovku), directed by Ales Bergman,
Shakespeare’s Tempest, full of hollow pathos (directed by
Zdenék Cernin), and, particularly, a play from the Golden
Age of Spanish drama, Devotion to the Cross by Pedro
Calder6n de la Barca. The staging of this production was
undertaken, as several times previously in this theatre, by
Prague director Hana Bure$ovd, who thus presented the
Czech premiere of an almost four-hundred-year-old
tragedy. A gripping drama, full of wild passion, bloodshed
and incest all but committed tackles the Christian theme of
the symbol of the cross, which is by now difficult to grasp,
however. So the text speaks to our age with unexpected
force. Hana BureSova did not shrink from the expression of
pure feeling and strove to attain the spiritual dimension of
a Baroque tragedy, which people these days have a tendency
to mask with ironic and relativizing comments. The
production thus acquired scope for a very powerful
catharsis. Petr Stépdn and Helena Dvofdkovd play the
central couple, Eusebio and Julia. The set, which makes use
of the contrast of light and darkness at many levels of
meaning, was designed by Milan David.

After the National Theatre and the Brno City Theatre,
whose names evoke a certain scale and standing in the city,
we shift to the Theatre Goose on a String (Divadlo Husa na
provazku). In the 1970s and 1980s this theatre was a centre
for experimental activity and functioned as a place of free
association and space for artistic expression that was “less
closely” monitored. After 1989 it lost its clearly demarcated
position. With the recent appointment of one of the
theatre’s one time permanent directors Vladimir Moravek to
the post of Artistic Director, not only did the company of



actors change significantly but the orientation of the
dramaturgy has firmed up considerably. A return to the old
not by imitation, but innovation - that could be
Moréavek’s slogan. He did not hesitate to reach for the family
silver and extracted the greatest jewels from the
theatre’s history - the celebrated musical Ballad for a Bandit
and The Brothers Karamazov. He presented the former with
a new musical arrangement and an altered set. He also
amended the text to create a version distinct from the
previous one. In The Brothers Karamazov he crowned his own
magnificent and distinctive four part drama, which attempts
to adapt F. M. Dostoyevsky’s greatest novels for the theatre.

Vladimir Mordvek is, without question, among our most
outstanding contemporary directors. He is an artist of the
“auteur” type - even if he mostly stages other people’s texts,
they are always interpreted in a new and unexpected - often
provocative - way. His productions are characterized by
expressive images, artistic gestures, music, bustle...The
loftiest expressions evoked by every theatrical means
possible alternate with interludes of silence and fragile
moments. In his approach he presents theatre as an event,
a festival, he elicits the sense of a unique and unrepeatable
encounter between actors and audience, whom Moravek
shocks and attracts.

The HaDivadlo in Brno, another of the components of the
Centre for Experimental Theatre, has also acquired new
management - playwright and director Lubo$ Baldk, who is
known for his penchant for improvisation, creating rapidly
works that are just as rapidly forgotten. Baldk’s work, with
quotations, paraphrases, and collage-like compilations of
disparate texts gave rise to the heterogeneous form New
Year’s Eve 2574 and a further episode in the series Cult
Fiction, based on a compilation of texts of so-called cult
authors. In searching for a new image for the HaDivadlo
they decided once more to seek support from the past and
called upon artists who shaped this theatre in the 1980s. Jan
Antonin Pitinsky based his own script on the newspaper
interviews conducted by Renata Kalenskd for the Lidové
noviny daily newspaper with celebrities from the fields of
culture, politics and sport. Authentic passages from actual
published interviews are torn out of context and
highlighted, distorted even, through expressive dramatic
performance. Renata Kalenskd, Lidové noviny is definitely
not a documentary, nor even a “realist” drama, but - as in
the media - it tends to play with reality, which thereby
easily acquires the characteristics of absurdity and farce.
The mosaic-like staging serves to intensify the dislocated
reality, captured in the text, by all sorts of ideas supplied by
the director, the set-designers (Tomd$ Rusin and Zuzana
Stefunkovd) and the actors.

Plays by Arnos$t Goldflam appear regularly in the
HaDivadlo repertoire. But last year he returned to the
theatre, at whose birth he was once present, as director.
Under the title Russian Roulette (Ruskd ruleta) he presented
his own collage of texts by Bagritsky, Bulgakov, Kharms,
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Khlebnikov, Vertinsky, Zamyatin, Zoshchenko and others.
The melée of motifs creates a diverse two-hour programme,
which draws on the legacy of the musician Jit{ Bulis and the
former style of HaDivadlo in general.

The Centre for Experimental Theatre, which encompasses
both the Theatre Goose on a String and the HaDivadlo, also
has under its wing the Theatre at the Table (Divadlo U stolu),
which is the smallest Czech theatre of all. It performs in the
cellar space of the ancient Dim pant z Fanalu and its
manager and spiritual father is FrantiSek Derfler. He
operates mainly as director but also in the capacity of
occasional actor. The small-scale atmospheric space,
sensitively complemented by the set designs of the
professional artist Milivoj Husdk and the small troupe enable
Frantisek Derfler to devote himself to demanding texts be
they in the form of stage readings or productions. Theatre,

[ & .

AJean-Claude Carriére, The Terrace / Ndrodn{ divadlo v Brné - Reduta,
Brno 2005 / Directed by Zbynék Srba / Set design Jaroslav Milfajt
Costumes Katetina Hdjkovd >Photo Jana Hallova

V¥ Christopher Marlowe, The Tragical History of Dr. Faustus
Divadlo U stolu, Brno 2005 / Directed by Frantisek Derfler / Set design
Milivoj Husdk >Photo Pavel Nesvadba
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conceived this way, is not an exuberant spectacle but a place
to tackle essential human issues and posing questions about
the meaning of human destiny. Derfler’s theatre does not
offer texts or theatrical methods designed to shock. It builds
on the psychological drama emerging from the text. Last year
the Theatre at the Table presented The Tragical History of Dr.
Faustus by Christopher Marlowe and Chekhov’s contem-
plation of an aging actor The Swan Song. Marlowe’s Faust as
conceived by Derfler proved to be dark and serious. The
comic performances of minor characters are played down
and the struggle between Faust and the Devil comes to the
fore, which in this version by the young actors Petr Stépan
and Viktor Skdla, gains in vividness and urgency. The
Chekhov play is built on the performance of Ladislav
Lakomy, whose bitter recollection as the aging actor has
a completely convincing ring to it.

The alternative Seven and a Half Theatre (Divadlo v 7
a ptil), inspired by Brno theatre expert and educator Bofivoj

Srba, has adopted an unconventional approach to
dramaturgy, namely the production of non-dramatic texts of
various kinds. There have been adaptations of film scripts
such as Thelma and Louise and Fellini’s Cabiria and above all
of key literary works. Thus Jack Kerouac’s The Subterraneans
and Marquez’s magico-realist novel One Hundred Years of
Solitude were given an expressive treatment. The Marquez
work especially, as conceived by the Slovak director Jozef
Krasula became a succinct but telling stage production.

Brno’s theatres in 2005 thus displayed a number of
similar traits. The new managements at the National
Theatre in Brno, the Goose on a String and HaDivadlo are
striving to develop and crystallise a new style, albeit one
that may overtly draw on the best things that emerged from
those companies in the past. For the moment it is more
a question of exploring the terrain and their own capacities.
However, it is a process accompanied by very interesting
and promising indications.
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Pedro Calderén, Devotion to the Cross
Mestské divadlo Brno, 2005 / Directed by Hana BuresSovd
esign Milan David / Costumes Hana Fischerovd >Photo Jef Kratochvil
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Director Hana Bures$ovd, artistic director of the Theatre in Dlouhd Street (Divadlo v Dlouhé), can
count 2005 as a successful year: not only did her theatre celebrate its 10th anniversary, it also won
the Theatre of the Year Award. To top it all off, she enjoyed successes of her own in creating two
extraordinarily dynamic performances which make crystal clear both of her dramaturgical and
directing talents: her sensitivity for the comic in the human condition on the one hand, and her
attention to the tragic side of the human lot on the other. With Goldoni’s The Liar, presented in her
“home base“ theatre, she convincingly extended her line of high-quality productions of the nineties,
then went on to mount Devotion to the Cross, by classic Spanish author Pedro Calderén (1600-1681)
at the Brno City Theatre (Méstské divadlo Brno).

A»Pedro Calderén, Devotion to the Cross / Méstské divadlo Brno, 2005 / Directed by Hana BureSovd
Set design Milan David / Costumes Hana Fischerovd >Photo Jef Kratochvil

us in many ways of the story of Oedipus Rex. The main

character, Eusebio of the Cross, lives under a different
“identity” without even knowing it, leading him to kill his
own brother - and how much would it take before he Kkills
his own father, as he doesn’t know who he is? How long
would it take before he commits incest with his own twin
sister? As in other works by Calderdn, “life is a dream“ in
which we wander, searching blindly, and we don’t wake
from this dream until we die, which is for Christians the

In Calder6n’s drama the central characters’ fate remind

Resurrection. Albert Camus, when adapting Devotion to the
Cross in Paris half a century ago, was fascinated by the
provocative method used by Calderén three centuries before
Bernanos in stating and illustrating the powerful truth that
”mercy is all“, which is this Catholic author’s answer to our
complaint that life is not fair.

In this production Hana Bure$ovd managed yet again to
put both the comic and serious sides of her directing
abilities to work. She is one of the few in the Czech lands
who has an exact, delicate understanding of apparently out-
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of-date “religious themes“ and who can present them to
audiences with the full spectrum of the language of the
stage. In Devotion to the Cross the result is another great
theatrical opera, a remarkably effective meeting-point of
word, movement, and space. (To say nothing of the music,
composed by Vladimir Franz.)

The stage is simple, stark, at the back we see a space
representing the distanced world of the convent, a stylised
forest appears during sequences with the robbers. Petr Stépan
as Eusebio and Helena Dvofdkovd in the role of Julia managed
very difficult dialogues and monologues full of pathos without
even the slightest hint of woodenness or overplaying, which is
not easy when one considers the complicated structure of the
text. Both young actors captivated audiences with their
precision and expressiveness within the “limitations“ of
spoken verse a year before, in Derfler’s production of Calde-
rén’s most well-known piece - Life is a Dream in the Theatre
at the Table (Divadlo u stolu), in which Stépan’s highly
physical movement work reminded one of theatrical body-art.
Ladislav Koldf also managed very well in the Brno City
Theatre’s production in the role of nobleman Curcio, though
his gestures often were lacking in the kind of thrust necessary
to make his character appropriately vivid, and thus the
believability of his words suffered. Inspiration in the pictures
of El Greco was apparent not just in the costumes - for the
stylisation is never just external - but in a wide-ranging
evocation of the spirit of Calderén and El Greco’s time. From

the sword-fighting between noblemen, which is always
nothing more than continuation of conflicts and dialogues
through different means, to the death of Eusebio for instance,
who after taking many criminal twists and turns, leaves this
world saved by the power of the Cross and having come to
terms with who he is.

A strange tension in the performance arises between the
understanding of godliness in Calderén’s day and our
understanding today; at times these are very far away from
each other indeed. If the faith in his day in the healing
powers of the Cross does not create this tension, then the
almost superstitious emphasis on devotion to the cross, at
times bordering on idolatry, certainly does. The director
also deserves praise for not simplifying her work by
breaking the illusion to make light of the action, or other
such hackneyed post-modern ingredients. The lighter,
comic side of Devotion to the Cross is played by the people of
the village who, just like their most visible representative
Gil (Viktor Skdla), are never just good: they take sides with
whomever holds the power, demonstrating bravery only
when they are in a herd together.

Pedro Calderén de la Barca: Devotion to the Cross. Trans-
lation Vladimir Mikes$, director Hana Buresovd, costumes
Hana Fischerovd, music Vladimir Franz. City Theatre Brno,
premiere 10/9/2005.
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Under its new artistic director Vladimir Moravek, the Theatre Goose on
a String (Divadlo Husa na provazku) presented a tetralogy for the stage titled
One Hundred Years Of The Cobra, developed as a free adaptation of four novels
by Fyodor Dostoyevsky: Crime and Punishment, The Idiot, The Devils and The
Brothers Karamazov. The four parts of this demanding project each had their
own opening between December 2003 and February 2006: Raskolnikov - His
Crime and His Punishment (Raskolnikov - jeho zloc¢in a trest), Prince Mishkin
is an Idiot (KniZe Myskin je idiot), Stavrogin Is a Devil (Stavrogin je ddbel) and
The Brothers Karamazov: Resurrection (Bratri Karamazovi: Vzkriseni).




these stagings is closely connected to “one hundred*

years of attempts to bring Dostoyevsky’s work to the
stage. According to Vladimir Mordvek the “title should
evoke not only an endless sojourn in a dangerous place, but
also total fascination with Dostoyevsky - like when a mouse
stares in fascination at the cobra which will soon swallow
her“. The director also acknowledges inspiration found in
the author’s Diary: “Even-numbered centuries are given to
man by God, odd-numbered by the Devil.“ Taken this way,
these “hundred years“ can be taken as a premonition of the
fate that very soon awaits us.

A tetralogy of productions also suits director Mora-
vek’s creative method, his special liking for large-scale
artistic concepts that are hard to overlook. He last mounted
a cycle of three productions of the plays of A. P. Chekhov
under the title Chekhov for the Czechs (Cechov Cechiim - see
Czech Theatre 19, May 2003, pp 49 - 52), which in its format
and thinking is closely connected to the tetralogy inspired by
Dostoyevsky. Several years earlier, Mordvek created a four-
part project of contemporary Czech texts titled Nights of the
Antelopes (Noci antilop) for the repertory of the theatre in
Hradec Krdlové, and a cycle of Shakespeare’s plays under the
umbrella of the slogan God Save William Shakespeare. As
artistic director he likes to present his acting company with
a tough objective - and efforts to make that objective provide
his predominantly young collectives of actors the
opportunity for personal growth as well as an important
moment of consolidation, in which the seed of further
aesthetic and conceptual points of departure is hidden.

In all parts of the tetralogy a neutral - white - background
is used in the geometric set by Jan Stépanek. Its abstract
architecture deliberately and very effectively breaks up the
performance space. Positioned asymmetrically, a “passage “ or
“opening” cuts right through the ground floor rooms of an
imaginary “house” to the scrim in the rear - which is an area
representing the street. Only rarely are the interior and exterior
spaces switched around. On the stage right wall there is a door:
the entryway through which the privacy of the room where
most of the action takes place can be disturbed. Suspended
a metre and a half off the ground in the back wall of the stage
is a tiny little room, and above this, a narrow balcony spans
horizontally along the whole width of the scrim. At this level
there is also a projection screen, on which we can see
Holbein’s work The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb,
which becomes a sort of logo for the whole cycle. This is the
picture that Dostoyevsky apparently said, “could take away
a man’s faith“. The shocking, “hyper realistic* representation
of a dead human body, right down to its narrow horizontal
form, is strongly reminiscent of Christian Easter liturgy, when
a statue of the crucified Christ is placed in a window recess
under the altar on the eve of the Resurrection.

More than two years after the opening of the first part of the
tetralogy, the intentions of the cycle are clearer. The yearly
practice of Easter liturgy carries a life-giving message on the

Q. ccording to dramaturg Petr Oslzly, the reasoning for

A CENTURY FASCINATED WITH THE DEVIL / 1 5

<AF. M. Dostoyevsky - Lubo$ Baldk, Raskolnikov - His Crime and
His Punishment / Divadlo Husa na provdzku, Brno 2003 / Directed by
Vladimir Mordvek / Set design Jan Sépdnek / Costumes Kamila Polivkovd
>Photo Viktor Kronbauer

power of faith, love, and hope. The stories of Dostoye-
vsky’s heroes speak of torturous journeys into the hell of
faithlessness, self-love and nihilism. As interpreted by the
Theatre on a String, the stories present us with a challenge to
rediscover - to “resurrect” the love in our souls...
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F. M. Dostoyevsky - Josef Kovalcuk, Prince Mishkin is an Idiot / Divadlo Husa na provdzku, Brno 2004 / Directed by Vladimir Mordvek
Set design Jan Sépdnek / Costumes Sylva Zimula Handkovd >Photo Viktor Kronbauer

A script by Lubo$ Baldk forms the basis of Raskolnikov -
His Crime and His Punishment. It does not retain the
continuity of the story, instead it is a collage made up of
fragments from the story, associative images and situations
- evoking a reader’s experiences as he reads through the
novel. The production focuses on the character of

Raskolnikov (Petr Jenista). It depicts the transformation of
a self-confident student, who through rational means comes
to the realization that he can kill without punishment, into
an emotional wreck haunted with ghost-like visions of the
crime he has committed. The production is an expressive
vivisection of crime. The first part introduces Raskol-



nikov’s logical, seemingly morally indisputable reasons for
murdering the old woman usurer, whose money could free
him and his sister from existential anguish; his sister forced
by poverty to commit degrading acts. We follow the stream
of events connected to the murder. The second part shows
the tortuous results of the committed crime. During the
funeral reception for Marmeladov, a sequence that takes up
almost the entire second half of the three hour long
production, Raskolnikov metamorphoses into a monu-
mental hero of antiquity, tormented by his conscience and
the spirits of the murdered. The apparent absence of God is
dispelled through punishment - Raskolnikov goes mad, as
proof of God’s existence.

In telling indidivual stories Mordvek not only employs
means of psychological acting, which pulls us into the
innermost dramatic conflict of the characters, but also
alienation techniques - through the narrator’s commentary.
Where the characteristics of “public opinion“ are needed,
comic, exaggerated elements are introduced (such as
synchronized work with cups of tea), as well as stylised
movement. There is also a “play on Dostoyevsky“ sequence,
which at times has almost psychotherapeutic characte-
ristics.

The costumes, characterizing the century which in the
name of ideas or fashion drew everything towards
uniformity and the masses to the extent where identity is
lost, features grey suits and coats as a basis in all parts of the
tetralogy. This monotone chorus forms a sort of background,
from which a few stand out in “archetypal“ colours (white
for innocence, red for passion for instance) while the
individual protagonists wear eye-catching, exalted symbols
(furs). Typically, Mordvek composes these grey “masses®
with frightened, conformist, sensationalist, sycophantic,
unsure or indignant figures, whose lines, sighs and shouts
mix together into a carefully composed choral work.

For the production Prince Mishkin is an Idiot Moravek
employed an older dramatization of the novel by Josef
Koval¢uk, already presented with success in the early
nineties by the HaDivadlo theatre in Brno. In his adaptation
the story is told continuously, though the direction uses
plenty of rapid cuts, which accent changes of time or place
or points of view with light or music (once again we see, as
an alienation element disassociating us from the story, the
point of view of a fictitious, contemporary, fascinated reader
of Dostoyevsky’s novel - an actress who also plays some of
the minor roles.) Prince Mishkin (played by Pavel Liska or
Jiti Vyordlek), the prototype of the completely naive,
simple-hearted and loving disposition, seems to be the
symmetrical opposite of the rationally conspiring
Raskolnikov. Raskolnikov’s story was turned into the inner
world of the character and was a vivisection of his
conscience, which cannot be lied to or kept silent with
rational reasoning. The character of “idiot* Mishkin
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AF. M. Dostoyevsky - J. A. Pitinsky, The Brothers Karamazov -
Resurrection / Divadlo Husa na provdzku, Brno 2006 / Directed by
Vladimir Mordvek / Set design Jan Stépdnek / Costumes Kamila Poltvkovd
>Photo Viktor Kronbauer

YF. M. Dostoyevsky - René von Ludowitz - Petr Oslzly, Stavrogin
is a Devil / Divadlo Husa na provdzku, Brno 2004 / Directed by Vladimir
Mordvek / Set design Jan Stépdnek / Costumes Sylva Zimula Handkovd
>Photo Jef Kratochvil
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becomes a catalyst here, a mirror, onto which the
dispositions, passions, calculations and evasive manoeuvres
of the other protagonists in the story are reflected, like onto
a big white screen. Mishkin is interpreted as a sort of martyr
of a sick societal “order” - full of conventions, hierarchies,
interdependence and prestige, human activity without the
support of a strong inner core.

The author of the text for the production based on The
Devils called Stavrogin Is a Devil is long-serving dramaturg
of the Theatre on a String Petr Oslzly (in cooperation with
the director). Of the many storylines in the novel the
creators focussed almost exclusively on the story of
Stavrogin, casting new Czech film star Jan Budaf in the title
role. Budat gives the role the stealth of a feline predator,
always alert and on the hunt for new prey. His fixed,
penetrating gaze, gentle gestures and poker-faced mimic
skills demonstrate that he will never cease to be a player
who derives pleasure from movement in the minefield of
human desires, ambitions and tactics. Budai‘s Stavrogin is
a cold, refined, elegant and truly fascinating sower of evil.
He uses human weakness, uncertainty and vanity as his
reliable bait. First, he carefully studies his prey, then leads
it with refined manipulation into situations where his
”poisonous“ proposals are accepted as salvation.
Stavrogin’s unflinching calm only wanes temporarily when
faced with his feeble-minded wife Marie, afflicted with
limited mental capacities, yet gifted with clear-sightedness
and intuitions with which she always recognizes evil on the
approach. Again the background is created by a “chorus”
embodying a certain type of societal thought and movement
which can easily become dependent on all kinds of different
dogmas. The absence of a higher authority paves the way for
false prophets like Stavrogin. Society’s frustrations and herd
instincts are diagnosed as fertile ground for chaos and
violence: revolution, anarchy and terrorism.

The point of departure for the last part of the
tetralogy The Brothers Karamazov: Resurrection
was a script by J. A. Pitinsky and Peter Scher-
haufer, which the Theatre on a String presented
in 1981 under the title Karamazovci. Mordvek
has adapted the text for his production, dividing

the part of old man Karamazov between the actors playing
his sons Dmitri (Jifi Vyordlek), Ivan (Petr Jeni$ta) and
Alexei (Jan Budaf). In this way he highlights the fact that
each of the Karamazov brothers must come to terms with
what they have inherited from a extravagant, violent and
mischievously clown-like father, who mocks not only moral
principle with his acts, but above all faith in God as
a principle for love and respect for the individuality of man
and his soul. The fact that each of these actors has also
played a main character in each of the three previous parts
only serves to strengthen this concept.

The production runs like a fictitious court case, in which
the relationships, circumstances and process of old
Karamazov’s murder are releaved retrospectively. The court
procedure also becomes a sort of cathartic “confessional®,
which metaphorically allows for coming to terms with evil -
and recognizing the devil, bringing the whole cycle to a close
with a final reconciliation, during which the actors invite the
public to join them at the table, serving them wine and bread.

F. M. Dostoyevsky - Lubo$ Baldk: Raskolnikov - His Crime
and His Punishment. Director Vladimir Mordvek, set design
Jan Stépdnek, costumes Kamila Polivkovd, music Petr
Hromddka. Theatre Goose on a String, Brno, premiere
19/12/2003.

F. M. Dostoyevsky - Josef Koval¢uk: Prince Mishkin Is an
Idiot. Director Vladimir Mordvek, set design Jan Stépdnek,
costumes Sylva Zimula Handkovd, music Petr Hromddka.
Theatre Goose on a String, Brno, premiere 12/1/2004.

F. M. Dostoyevsky - René von Ludowitz - Petr Oslzly:

Stavrogin Is a Devil. Director Vladimir Mordvek, set design

Jan Stépdnek, costumes Sylva Zimula Handkovd, music Petr

Hromddka. Theatre Goose on a String, Brno, premiere
23/10/2004.

F. M. Dostoyevsky - J. A. Pitinsky: The Brothers
Karamazov: Resurrection. Director Vladimir
Mordvek, set design Jan Stépdnek, costumes
Kamila Polivkovd, music Petr Hromddka.
Theatre Goose on a String, Brno, premiere
10/2/2006.
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Josef Kajetan Tyl, Bloody Baptism or Drahomira and Her Sons / Ndrodni divadlo, Praha 2005
Directed by Jit{ Pokorny / Set design Jan Stépdnek / Costumes Katetina Stefkovd >Photo Oleg Vojtisek
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The Uncle swings a plastic bag on the stage and talks to Standa' in a croaky voice: “Do you want
a million, Standa?” he says. The audience roars with laughter and an intimate atmosphere of
conspiracy and mirth reigns in the auditorium, which has been engendered by a publicly proclaimed
view on public matters. It is 2006 and elections are just around the corner. And many people are
experiencing a feeling of déja vu - theatre resonated in a similar manner at the end of the 1980s. It is
true that such directness would have been unthinkable back then and that the theatre of protest
towards the end of the communist era opted for more sophisticated and theatrically refined forms.
Nevertheless, it appears that for some time now Czech theatre has been waking up from an escape into
the intimate realm of interpersonal relations and intends to be disagreeably direct once more. Iva
Klestilovd‘s My Country (Ma vlast) trilogy on the twists and turns of the current political scene has
been sold out well in advance at the Rokoko Theatre, as was the staged reading of her first work
at the Theatre in Dlouhd Street (Divadlo v Dlouhé).

The direction taken by any artistic form (and theatre is no exception) cannot usually be traced within
the scope of one season. The dramatic art’s growing interest in political theatre, which has been clearly
visible in recent times, indicates that several strands and influences have now coalesced. After years
of partial attempts and sporadic politically attuned interpretations of the classics, original plays are
now finally appearing in the Czech Lands, which draw inspiration from the contemporary political
scene or the history of the post-war period. Part of the artistic statement being made in these instances

also comprises the clear political stance of the authors with a distinct emphasis on social criticism.

The MP who believed
dogs could speak

Throughout the 1990s, Czech theatre waited for drama
that would capture what society had gone through and
address current political developments. Progress was slow
and the results did not amount to much. Suddenly, there
was no one to define oneself in relation to and nothing to
protest against. Karel Krdl, editor-in-chief of The World and
the Theatre (Svét a divadlo) magazine, who was the
instigator of Klestilovd’s play and directed the first
production, sees several immediate reasons for this state of
affairs. “Theatre practitioners who had been thematically
wrapped up in politics for years now wanted to play at
something different. Moreover, everyone thought that those
who were now in power were from “our” camp and that they
should be protected. And also, when we finally have a free
press and television, then political theatre isn’t necessary.
Fear is another reason... I'm also afraid. It’s so easy for
someone to scrap the budget of The World and the Theatre
magazine.”

With her My Country trilogy, Klestilova sliced through the
safety zone of Czech theatre. She touched directly on a raw
nerve and did so without any prevarication. To her critics
she was at once vulgar, shallow and childish (as though the
political scene itself did not display the same characte-
ristics). The journalist and dramatist Karel Steigerwald
links these condemnations to the fact that Czech theatre has
a circumspect nature for many reasons. It has little self-
confidence and not enough impudence. “Klestilova’s absurd
comic cabaret ultimately attracts attacks from dull-witted

rhinoceroses, who take a moralistic view of the show,” he
says. “If anything is lively and causes irritation (even if it
only does so a little bit) this liveliness and irritability is
precisely the thing they condemn it for.”

Why have there been so many attempts at political
theatre in the last two years? The explanation is obvious: the
political scene began to take so many absurd twists and
turns that theatre could not fail to take note. Similarly,
foreign influences have also played a role. Karel Steigerwald
thinks that in the 1990s theatre did not have enough original
texts for direct political comedy. “Everything was new and
fragile. It’s difficult to turn irony or satire to something that
could once again perish at any moment,” he says. “Even
today, democracy and freedom might not exactly perish but
they could still be attacked. And that’s a direct challenge for
political theatre - the defence of freedom. Politics has once
again become a challenge for theatre. Politics is a huge
source of inspiration. It is full of major theatrical
personalities. Every second one of them could play the jester
in some comedy. That’s one of our strong points. We’re weak
when it comes to actual politicians. Few are suited to
politics. I even have experience of an MP who believed that
dogs could talk. That’s a great character for the theatre, but
not for politics.”

Using the publication of Czech Drama of the 1990s (Ceskd
divadelni hra 90. let), which was edited by Marie Reslova
and published by the Theatre Institute (Divadelni dstav), it
is possible to paint a decent picture of the themes that
interested Czech dramatists during this recent decade. For
the most part, their plays focused on the private realm, even
though many texts also included social criticism. For
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Iva Voldankova - Klestilovd, Standa Has a Problem / Divadlo v Dlouhé,
Praha 2006 / Directed by Karel Krdl / Set design and puppets
Zuzana Petrdkovd >Photo Irena Vodakova

example, at the end of the 1990s, the dramatist and director
Jifi Pokorny, who is an exponent of a “hard-boiled” school
of Czech drama, presented his play Rest in Peace (Odpocivej
v pokoji) at the Drama Studio (Cinoherni studio) in Usti nad
Labem. The text naturalistically depicts the world of people
smugglers and illegal emigrants in northern Bohemia and it
deals with wider ethical issues in this context. In the 1990s,
the National Theatre (Ndrodni divadlo) actually tried on two
occasions to recapitulate the recent past with an original
play. But not even Karel Steigerwald’s Nobel or Strange Birds
(Podivni ptdci) by Antonin Maésa fulfilled their mission.
Nobel gave the impression that it was a piece that was
hastily cobbled together, which served an uncertain purpose
and was splitting at the seams, while Strange Birds flew off
into some kind of poetic mist. “I did not write a political
play until now,” says Steigerwald. After taking a break, he
has once again introduced himself to audiences as
a dramatist with a play about Milada Hordkovd, which was
written for the Perzekuce.cz cycle presented at Prague’s La
Fabrica venue. This series of four plays (which were written
especially for the spaces of a former aluminium foundry in
HoleSovice) looks to the history of 1945-48 for its themes
and it is purely a political drama.

Gustav Husak
— the best dramaturg

Czech political theatre has its own history. It opened up
with the construction of the Czechoslovak Republic and
a young democracy as far back as the 1920s. Although no
great political theatre operated here such as in Germany, for
example (which would have systematically developed this
genre) there were enough individual manifestations of this
nature.

If one were to define the concept of political theatre, it
would be necessary to take cognisance of the fact that there

are essentially two strands to this type of drama. It partly
concerns every theatre that describes the relationship
between man and society. This drama thereby touches on
the state that society is in. In its other, purely political, form
it concerns plays that deal with the issue of government, the
struggle for power and the management of public affairs in
a wholly specific manner.

In the First Republic (1918 - 1938), the genre of political
theatre was primarily cultivated by Karel Capek, who
viewed the theatre as a public platform. It’s enough to recall
his R.U.R., which was world famous at the time, or the
fiercely critical anti-war plays White Disease (Bild nemoc)
and Mother (Matka). Political theatre in revue form was
developed by Jiti Voskovec and Jan Werich at the Liberated
Theatre (Osvobozené divadlo). Emil Arthur Longen’s radi-
cal and provocative Revolutionary Stage (Revolu¢ni scéna)
also operated in the early days of the First Republic (but
only for two years), while openly political and politicising
productions were staged by Emil FrantiSek Burian as well.

Attempts at a post-war revival of direct political theatre
were ended by the communist putsch in 1948. Genuine
political theatre could not appear in the Czech Lands until
the second half of the 1960s, when communist censorship
was actually lifted temporarily, but only for a very short
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period up to the arrival of Warsaw Pact tanks in 1968. Of
course, the absurd plays of Véaclav Havel, for example, or
some productions of classical texts by Alfréd Radok or
Otomar Krejc¢a were perceived as parables on the reality of
socialist Czechoslovakia, which were only slightly

exaggerated.

The theatre of the 1980s was also political in our country.
This was particularly true of the second half of that decade,
which preceded the fall of the communist regime. It gave
rise to productions that had a clear message, but which
were also of considerable artistic merit thanks to the fact
that they had to express themselves using a metaphorical

theatrical language. Among other things, the public also
went to the theatre in order to express their point of view,
even though this was done simply by attending the plays.
Drama scholar, Jan Cisaf, who is a professor at the Theatre
Faculty of Prague’s Academy of Performing Arts, cites an
interesting parallel in this regard: “When they were
pandering to one important German theatre director, who
worked in Mannheim in the 1960s, and they told him what
a genius he had been when he was an émigré in Switzerland
during the Second World War, he replied by saying ‘But
I had the best dramaturg in the world - Hitler. I could
perform anything and it was all perceived to be a protest.””
The 1980s were similar - audiences cultivated a special
sensitivity, which enabled them to immediately and
inventively transfer meanings and see hidden allusions to
their current political and social situation. Gustav Husdk
like Adolf Hitler was of invaluable service to theatre...
Classics had the least problems. In particular, updated
productions of these plays flourished in studio theatres -
e.g. Milo$ Stédroni and Peter Scherhaufer’s Chameleon or
Josef Fouché (Chameleon aneb Josef Fouché) at
Brno’s Theatre on a String (Divadlo na provdzku). The
notion of a person thrown into the confusion of the times
and seeking the purpose of his existence was the main

Josef Kajetan Tyl, Bloody Baptism or Drahomira and Her Sons
Ndrodni divadlo, Praha 2005 / Directed by Jir{ Pokorny / Set design
Jan Stépdnek / Costumes Katerina Stefkovd >Photo Oleg Vojtisek




Karel Steigerwald, Hordkova X Gottwald / Project Perzekuce.cz, Praha
2006 / Directed by Viktorie Cermdkovd / Set design Tomd$ Bambusek
Costumes Zuzana Krejzkovd >Photo Jan Dvoidk

theme of a scenic montage by two authors - Pierre-Augustin
Caron de Beaumarchais and Odon von Horvath, which was
staged under the name Figaro by Karel Kiiz at the Realistic
Theatre (Realistické divadlo). At the Theatre in Vinohrady
(Divadlo na Vinohradech), Jan Kacer presented Vitézslav
Hdalek’s Zdvis of Falkenstein (Zdvis z FalkenS$tejna),
a production which was noticeably critical of the regime.
Jan Vedral’s dramatisation of Klaus Mann’s novel Mephisto
(which was called Urmefisto) was similarly received. Jan
Grossmann’s production of Moliére’s Don Juan also
resonated with the state of society at the close of the 1980s.
Grossman provided a precise diagnosis of the inner
emptiness and disenchantment people felt during the decay
of that time. His Don Juan fought against an unidentifiable
mass of humanity and he lived without morals in an
immoral world.

Original dramatic works, which could be seen as political
theatre with the passage of time, include, in particular, the
plays of Karel Steigerwald - Period Dances (Dobové tance),
The Neapolitan Disease (Neapolskd choroba) and The Tartar
Feast (Tatarskd pout), which were produced at the Drama
Studio in Usti nad Labem and subsequently at the Theatre
on the Balustrade (Divadle Na zdbradli) by Ivan Rajmont.
Two theatre collages entitled Res publica, which directly
anticipated the events of November 1989, comprised
another project that appeared at the Realistic Theatre at the
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instigation of Karel Kfiz. The boundaries circumscribed by
the regime naturally fell here and a lively, topical dialogue
with the audience ensued.

Long-standing
German inspiration

We looked enviously abroad from the mid-1990s
onwards: the entire German-speaking world was exploring
realms, which Czech theatre could not even dream about at
that time. While we discovered “large-scale” musicals,
German-speaking stages had plays about the Balkan
conflict, about two states called the GDR and the FRG and
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the people who lived in them, who did not see eye to eye at
all, plays about New Europe and about redundant
management workers, etc. That Germans would be inclined
towards this type of theatre is, of course, determined by
historical developments and it dates back to the era of
Friedrich Schiller.

The lesson we received every autumn via the Prague
German-language Theatre Festival (Prager Theaterfestival
deutscher Sprache) surely set something in motion. The
aforementioned reasons why political theatre is now also
beginning to attract Czech authors undoubtedly hold true,
but the inspiration provided by the Germans cannot be
overlooked. Not only did contemporary German plays
gradually begin to appear on the Czech stage, but the style
of production that originated with these texts also began to
assert itself. This style was penetrative, hard-hitting,
shocking and highly provocative. Incidentally, two of
Prague’s theatres - the Comedy Theatre (Divadlo Komedie)
and the Rokoko Theatre - are spearheaded by the directors
Dusan Paiizek and Thomas Zielinski, who have links to
German theatre and partly work in Germany. This form of
poetics comes naturally to them. It is not an accident,
therefore, that both theatres are fiercely opinionated about

There’s something
happening here

In the last few years, the domestic balance sheet on this
score is not exactly dazzling, but something is happening.
Further development will show whether this actually
concerns a genuine wave of political theatre. Nonetheless,
besides projects by original authors, one should also take
account of penetrative interpretations of the classics, which
strive to say something about the present day through
ancient dramas. Naturally it concerns directorial methods
that have been legitimate for decades. Sometimes, however,
the proverbial baby gets thrown out with the bathwater.

Shakespeare most frequently receives a contemporary,
politicising interpretation - it is not without reason that
people say his texts can support anything. Czech attempts,
however, are rather uneven and occasionally give classical
writers a hard time. Three years ago, director Vladimir
Mordvek in Hradec Kralové read Othello as an image of war
driven by the media, who are the greatest manipulators of
all and cynically profit from tragedy. War (in
Moravek’s production it obviously concerned the conflict in
Iraq) throws people into confusion and they behave like

J. A. Pitinsky, Renata Kalenska, The People’s News / HaDivadlo, Brno 2005 / Directed by J. A. Pitinsky
Set design Tomds Rusin / Costumes Zuzana Stefunkovd >Photo Karel Slach

today’s world. The Rokoko actually inserted political theatre
directly into its programme.

Any list of the productions that convinced us during the
festival’s decade of existence that the power of theatre still
reigns when it talks about the present day and is not afraid
to pull skeletons out of the cupboard would be a long one. It
would include Schlachten! - a wonderful 12-hour fresco of
Shakespeare’s history plays, which was brought to Prague
by Luk Perceval and Tom Lanoye, Stunde Null from the
Swiss enfant terrible Christoph Marthaler and the devilishly
obnoxious Elfriede Jelinek with her Das Werk, as staged by
Vienna’s Burgtheater...

deranged lunatics. Besides this, they live in a unified,
globalised world, which is simply another type of
manipulation. Of course, in this instance the text is
squeezed into a pre-prepared construct, but Mordavek does
manage to suggest all kinds of things. And because the war
in Iraq is far from finished, Thomas Zielinski at the Rokoko
Theatre came at the start of this season with another
theatrical interpretation of this conflict. The play he chose
for this was the first part of Aeschylus’ Oresteia trilogy -
Agamemnon. His interpretation leaves us in no doubt - the
Trojan War is the war in Irag and Agamemnon is George
Bush. The production itself is a fierce critique of American



J. A. Pitinsky, Renata Kalenskd, The People’s News / HaDivadlo, Brno 2005 / Directed by J. A. Pitinsky
Set design Tomds$ Rusin / Costumes Zuzana Stefunkovd >Photo Karel Slach

foreign policy. Nevertheless, the show’s creators succumbed
too much to their own personal convictions. They removed
all uncertainty in a wholesale manner and their inter-
pretation became too straightforward. It was even added to
in places without any regard for the text. Even though this
approach can appear wilful, Zielinski and his team are not
short of the courage to express their opinion and to stand by
it. There’s also no lack of effort to make a statement on what
is going on right now. And these are very positive attitudes,
which even makes it possible to forgive many moments of
ineptitude.

Classic Czech works have also been given new inter-
pretations. Some time ago, Jifi Pokorny’s production of
Josef Kajetan Tyl’s play Bloody Baptism or Drahomira and
Her Sons (Krvavé kitiny aneb Drahomira a jeji synové)
provoked a storm of criticism, which could not accept the
ironic culmination of episodes from the dawn of Czech
history even though the conception of a number of
situations was at the very least remarkable with regard to
a standard interpretation of the past. Jan Cisai believes that
Pokorny is hitting on a specific concept of Czech national
feeling and Czech mythology, which is represented in fine
art by people such as FrantiSek Zenisek. “Pokorny
demonstrates that even historical theatre can be noticeably
political in that he belittles this subject in the National
Theatre right in front of Vojtéch Hynais’ lowered curtain,
which is the apex of Czech national mythology,” he says.
“Anyone who is schooled in patriotic ideals and makes

allowances for this interpretation of things must be
confused or even shaken. In such contexts, our past
suddenly manifests itself in a different way.”

Another similarly stubborn and unyielding theatre
practitioner is Miroslav Bambusek, who worked until
recently in northern Bohemia (Usti nad Labem, Louny). He
presented the four-part project Perzekuce.cz in an
abandoned HoleSovice factory building. This work, which
was staged between the autumn of 2005 and the spring of
2006, could to a certain extent be labelled as documentary
theatre, but at the same time it is a work with a distinctive
authorial character and it has grown out of specific political
and civic attitudes. The first two productions - Porta
apostolorum (written by Miroslav Bambusek, directed by
David Czesany) and The Consolation of a Dirt Road (Utécha
polni cesty, a play written by Rainald Goetz and Martin
Heidegger documenting the Brno death march of 30 May
1945, which was directed by Miroslav Bambus$ek) are
devoted to the topic of the post-war displacement of the
German population in Bohemia and Moravia. Against the
background of real stories with many digressions, the
authors create a generally valid picture of the genesis of
violence and primitivism. The form corresponds most of all
to a scenic montage, which naturally works in conjunction
with a distinct artistic stylisation. The atmosphere of the
staging is dependent on a bleak industrial space, which
further underlines the themes of violence, absolute
destruction and powerlessness. This is all brought to
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a conclusion with The Zone (Zona), which is sort of a vision
of society after a nuclear war. In this play, Bohemia operates
as a kind of contaminated space in which hunts are
organised to track down both humans and robots. The text,
which does not lack the elements of an action thriller, is
staged by Thomas Zielinski in a spirit of orthodox
minimalism.

So far, it seems that the most successful component of
this project is Karel Steigerwald’s third “part” Hordkovd
versus Gottwald (Hordkovd x Gottwald). This does not
simply concern an actual depiction of the story of Milada
Hordkova. Her tale does not develop in a chronological
manner. It provides a timeless picture of a person caught up
“in the turmoil of the times” (incidentally, this is a subject
the dramatist repeatedly returns to in his plays). Another
variation of this theme is successfully worked into the play
- we see an artist against the backdrop of historical fault
lines and his struggle to maintain his own identity. For this
aspect of the production, Steigerwald used the figure of
Emil Franti$ek Burian, perhaps the most important director
of the Czech avant-garde between the wars, who put himself
at the service of communist ideology after 1948. The
dramatist understandably works with historical facts. At the
same time, he also invents things so that the play is imbued
with a grotesque and disturbing tone, which applies to more
general issues surrounding the theme of totalitarianism.
With almost drastic irony, the play also testifies to the
gradual collapse of democracy in Czechoslovakia and the
repressions at the start of the 1950s, which achieves

a layering of themes and a plurality of meaning. The
director Viktorie Cerméakov4 made copious use of a collage
method and stage shorthand, and many “images” actually
had a chilling efficiency. Eva Salzmannovd excelled in the
role of Milada Hordkovd. She did not strive for a credible
political representation of Hordkova, as she is known to the
public from films and photographs. Instead, she based her
role on a thorough psychological study of a woman in
a borderline situation. Once again, this succeeded in making
a timeless statement. There is no need to doubt the political
tone of all the parts of Perzekuce.cz. The basic keystone of
this project is a general protest against violence and tyranny
as well as a rejection of simple solutions. Specifically, it has
clear anti-communist aims. In the case of Hordkovd versus
Gottwald the conclusion even borders on pre-election
canvassing.

The aforementioned satirical trilogy My Country, which
was the first very hard-hitting, openly political farce about
our politicians, had somewhat unusual origins. The first
part Standa Has a Problem (Standa md problém) came about
at the instigation of The World and the Theatre magazine:
the editorial team contacted several authors for
a supplement to the 2005 volume and Iva Voldnkova-
Klestilova provided a skit set in the upper echelons of Czech
politics. This dramatic miniature, recapitulating one of the
most embarrassing political scandals of recent years -
a corruption affair involving Prime Minister Stanislav Gross
- captivated the editorial team and the editor-in-chief, and
they asked the author to write another part. The second part



Paroubek je kamarath? came into being. Karel Kral brought
the first part to the stage in record time as a staged puppet
reading with songs at Prague’s Theatre in Dlouhd Street.
The animated American series South Park gave him the
inspiration for the style of the production (it was actually
subtitled “Politics as South Park”). The acknowledged
template mutated in an imaginative fashion and took on
a Czech appearance - e.g. the paper actors grew bigger
heads with each new promotion to a higher office. The
actors read the text, including stage notes and they also
lightly mimicked some people. The contrast between the
reading and the “stage action” was unique: the politicians’
state of mind was exposed here in a deliberately primitive
and caricaturising shorthand. The participants took up
defiant positions, furiously hacking with their limbs. The
chosen stage design and artistic form (Zuzana Petrdkovd)
was absolutely ideal for the piece. The naive unskilled style
further underlined the grotesqueness of the action, which is
divided into 20 short vignettes. Naturally, the most space is
devoted to the then Prime Minister Standa (Stanislav Gross)
and his wife Sarka, but practically nobody from the political
establishment is spared. The subtle soundtrack and musical
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The stage directors at the Rokoko Theatre approached
Klestilovd’s texts with the same assumption. One month
later, they staged My Country in its definitive form as
a trilogy - the third part Uncle Loves Us All (Strejda nds md
vsechny rdd), an epilogue, was added to the production. The
new production could not avoid comparisons with the
puppet version and remained in its shadow somewhat - two-
dimensional puppets with realistic heads had a certain
advantage, as the simplicity of the artistic design perfectly
supported the grotesqueness of what was on view. The
things that had previously worked in an intimate space and
in a different form now sometimes smacked of awkwardness
or tedium (e.g. the scene with Standa’s permanent
erection). In any case, the production at the Rokoko Theatre
had an excellent unipersonal Bob Klepl who put in
a virtuoso performance as Milo§ Zeman, Vladimir Spidla
and Jiff Paroubek. In the second part, the Prime Minister is
an irreplaceable persona and a puppet would not have been
sufficient for a “real-life” representation of the characters.
Klepl gave a particularly true depiction of the current Prime
Minister - his portrayal of Jifi Paroubek coming from
a family of massive big shots who take everything that

STATH| DLUM
OGO

Iva Voldnkova - Klestilovd, My Country / Divadlo Rokoko, Praha 2006 / Directed by Thomas Zielinski and Tomds Svoboda
Set design and costumes Jaroslav Bonisch >Photo Pavel Svoboda

accompaniment matches the atmosphere and the finale with
Michal David’s 1980s hit I Want to Live Nonstop (Jd chci Zit
nonstop) is also impressive. Iva Klestilovd didn’t do
anything other than select all the unbelievable falsehoods,
conceited statements, stupid excuses, clumsy allegations
and the facts of several cases from our political scene. And
the life and institutions in question were immediately
shown to have dramatic potential. It is not necessary to
overestimate the skit, but its dispassionate viewpoint and
humour had a liberating effect. It concerned a type of satire
that did not hide the fact that it was created for “one use
only” and that it was simply a topical response to events
(which is nevertheless extremely necessary in order to keep
politics clean), which would fade away over time.

might stand in their way by storm was a supreme
performance. Sometimes his depiction even resembled
Milo$ Jakes, the last General Secretary of the Communist
Party before 1989, and this similarity really had chilling
dimensions. The actor captured the bizarre nature of the
existences of people on the political stage along with the
overweening importance and persuasiveness that they use
not only to convince voters but themselves as well. The
second part of the trilogy captures other current events from
the political scene: the intervention against the summer
technoparty CzechTek 2005 (which was implemented with
Paroubek’s blessing) as well as the underhand practices of
Health Minister David Rath. The third part Uncle Loves Us
All is a laconic, fanciful visionary epilogue, in which social
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democrat MPs give their personified Country to the Uncle
character, who subsequently erases the ever-growing 12-
figure national debt after a devilish rumble. Then the
Slavonic Dances ring out in a purely jubilant manner - the
Country prophesises like the Czech mythological figure
Libus$e and the politicians joyfully march past.

The directorial duo Tomds Svoboda and Thomas Zielinski
maintained a dispassionate view of “dramatically” critical
twists and turns and like the puppet production they have
structured the evening through the reading of stage notes
and retaining a desirable distance. They did not simply set
about doing pure parody or “humorous” imitations, but
rather took care to ensure that the speeches of the individual
actors truly depicted the characters of the individual
members of the menagerie.

A poetic and ironic political theatre alternative, which
was completely original as well, was presented in the spring
of last year at the HaDivadlo Theatre by Jan Antonin
Pitinsky. Although he rejects the idea that he would have
anything in common with this genre, it is difficult for his
play Renata Kalenskd, The People’s News (Renata Kalenskd,
Lidové noviny) to avoid being categorised in the same way.
Pitinsky created a grandiose and insane farce from
interviews with politicians and other public figures, which
bears witness to the current state of affairs in this country.
This is even truer because of the fact that it concerns de
facto quotes from genuine interviews by a real-life
journalist. Therefore, Pitinsky’s Dadaism is essentially
drawn from the same sources as Klestilovd’s My Country,
and it appears as though this position is the most distinctive

for Czech theatre, which is not really suited to a cold,
analytical style.

Theatre cannot avoid politics. It must get involved in the
context of the times. Otherwise it will remain toothless and
begin to be a dead, fossilised enclave among other artistic
genres. With My Country, Iva Klestilovd has opened the door
slightly and thrown out all the junk that some people have
a loathing for and would not take in hand. Even though her
plays obviously have a limited shelf life, they work perfectly
right now and it really isn’t important if they are assessed as
an attendant curiosity and a bizarre phenomenon on the
boundary of theatre and cabaret or as a grotesque and
merciless fable. (After a careful reading of the text, one can
calmly incline towards the latter appraisal.) Theatre only
stays alive by being linked to the present and by an effort to
comprehend the times we live in. And it can do nothing but
accept the risks associated with this.

' The name Standa is an irreverent reference to the then
Prime Minister Stanislav Gross. (Standa is a pet form of
the name Stanislav)

* The word Kamarath is a Czech play on the word
“kamardd” (meaning “friend”) and the name of the much
maligned Health Minister David Rath. The title implies
that both Prime Minister Jifi Paroubek and the unpopular
Rath are in total cahoots with each other.
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Two new plays provoked interest among Czech theatre circles in 2005. They were also noteworthy for

the manner in which they were staged. It’s even possible to describe them as theatrical exploits that

rank among the most important Czech productions. The plays are called Aquabelles (Akvabely)
and Theremin (Teremin) by David Drabek and Petr Zelenka respectively.

theory of dramatic art at the Philosophical Faculty of

Palacky University in Olomouc. Even as a student he
attracted attention with his dramatic opuses, which were
characterised by the use of refreshing imagery and humour
blessed with extraordinary imagination. One could say his
early work and even his later output doesn’t stray far from
surrealist moorings. In 1995, Drdbek founded the Burning
Giraffes (Hofici Zirafy) studio in Olomouc. He worked as
dramaturg for the Moravian Theatre (Moravské divadlo) in
Olomouc from 1996 to 2000 where Burning Giraffes
functioned as an alternative theatre during this period. The
Burning House (Hofici dim) theatre was established in
2001 and it operated in Olomouc until 2004. After this
avant-garde project stopped being supported by the
management of Moravian Theatre, Drdbek found himself
working “freelance.” He has worked as a director at
Prague’s Minor Theatre since 2005. He regularly takes part
in the competition for new dramatic texts held by the Alfréd
Radok Foundation and he has been one the most successful
authors in the short history of this event. Part of his work is

David Drébek (born 1970) studied the history and

quite freely structured and resembles a cabaret variety
show, which not only criticises mass media inanity but also
strives to capture the transfiguration of emotions in an
increasingly fast-paced society. Drabek’s most well received
plays include Jana from the Park (Jana z parku - winner of
an Alfréd Radok Award, 1994), Buffet (Svédsky stiil), and
Death in Nylon Stockings (Kostlivec v silonkdch).
Aquabelles also enjoyed success in the Alfréd Radok
competition (winning an Alfréd Radok Award in 2003). This
play focuses on three men devoted to the bizarre hobby of
synchronised swimming. They use this hobby as a response
to a life that they all find unsatisfying although each of them
is unhappy for different reasons. We actually don’t know the
background of the most strongly defined character Filip.
From the very outset, however, one could describe his
fondness for water as pathological at the very least,
especially when looking at him from the point of view of
so-called normality. He trains more and more intensively
and soon confides to his friends that he wants to change into
an aquatic animal. In the end, his companions actually
“stock” a fishpond with him. TV host Kajetdn is one of



television’s pseudo-celebrities. His aquatic hobby is an
escape for him and he throws himself into it for reasons of
self-preservation. He flits between both genders in his
emotional life (in the play we meet a bovine beauty whose
greatest aspiration is to get on the cover of popular
magazines as well as a relatively cultured gay man). Kajetdn
cannot manage to “escape” from television, not even when
he begins to behave rudely towards amateur contestants. On
the contrary, the public end up liking this “new style.” Pavel
does not intend to succumb to the vices of civilisation. He
wants to live authentically. Naturally, this gives rise to an
unbearable atmosphere in his family, where he acts like an
ecological terrorist, and his wife and children leave him.
Vladimir Mordvek staged Aquabelles at the Klicpera Theatre
(Klicperovo divadlo) in Hradec Krdlové. This was
a production in which he bade farewell to the ensemble that
he helped raise to prominence in Czech theatre. It is not just
all three protagonists who perform as water gymnasts
(alternately in suits and swimming trunks), but also
Kajetdn’s boyfriend and his boyfriend’s new partner. Some
of the author’s more complicated requirements are dealt
with in the staging by reading stage directions, which
establishes the special parodic and sentimental nature of
the production along with tight acting performances from
the six main characters (Petr Vrbécky, Filip Richtermoc,
Ondfej Maly, Jan Sklendf, David Steigerwald and Josef
Hervert). This creates a graceful composition of movement
complemented by a sound track consisting of melancholic
pop hits from the Czech music scene. In the first part of the
play, a magically blue stage evokes some kind of gym or
fitness centre. For the second part, set designer Martin
Chocholousek constructed a swimming pool with a statue of
a diver turned at right angles to the audience so that it
appears as though they themselves could jump in the water.
The witty repartee in Drdbek’s script progressively conceals
emotional sadness and poignant male solidarity. This is
adorned with some sensitive acting performances spiced up
by Pavla Tomicova in several female roles. She is especially
impressive in playing the long-suffering wife of Pavel (the
“eco-terrorist”) as well as a half-witted TV show contestant.
The finale of the production, when two of the friends go and
“stock” a fishpond with the third protagonist (who has by
now probably turned into a new biological species) is
invigorated by an encounter with the Person who is not in
the programme. Just as the pals have fulfilled their
friend’s wishes, a man draws their attention to angels flying
above the horizon. The men’s faces dissolve with happiness
and they begin waving at the clouds. The strange
spontaneity of this “miraculous” scene comprises the
hopeful climax of the production (the importance of this
scene in comparison with the original text is substantially

<»David Drabek, Aquabelles / Klicperovo divadlo, Hradec Krdlové 2005
Directed by Vladimir Mordvek / Set design Martin Chocholousek
Costumes Tomds Kypta >Photo Viktor Kronbauer
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emphasised). This metaphysical overlap destroys the
treadmill of routine and stereotype. The freedom of the
actors is complemented with an exalted sound track and an
ice floe which rains down from above. It is as though the
synchronised swimmers have been liberated from this world
- at the end even the former TV show host Kajetdn is not
willing to give two journalists the scandalous interview they
desire. At the conclusion of the play, Mordvek adds
a majestic pathos to the grotesque melancholic nature of
Drdbek’s words as well as a waltz version (!) of the well
known song Scarborough Fair, which emanates from the
sound system.

Aquabelles has also been staged by the Jand¢ek Academy
of Music and Performing Arts in Brno (JAMU). At the start of
2006, Vilém Dubnicka, an actor with Pilsen’s J.K. Tyl Theatre
(Divadlo J. K. Tyla) attempted a production of the play as his
directorial debut. He used his colleagues to cast the play,
whilst also giving an opportunity to amateur actors by putting
them in minor roles. In an intimate production staged in the
club-like space of Pilsen’s Chamber Theatre (Komorni
Divadlo), three young men (Bronislav Koti§, Zdenék
Rohlitek, Michal Stérba) parade in swimsuits in close
proximity to their audience. They go through samples of their
arrangements, which are choreographed to the music of
Smetana’s Vltava and We Are the Champions by Queen
(naturally they use the Japanese version!). Fissures soon
appear in the knockabout humour, however, as a result of
Filip’s fateful propensity for water. The protagonist delivers
his vital monologue from behind the glass of a sound booth,
as though he wishes to emphasise how he finds himself
retreating from the real world. The idea of distance facilitated
by technology is also used in a short vignette involving
Pavel’s son (we see the boy on a television screen). The actors
portray their characters with appropriate authenticity. In
comparison with Mordvek’s “large canvas,” this is a very
understated production, which makes effective use of the
club-like space (for example, when Filip is placed in the
fishpond, it is done by having the remaining synchronised
swimmers open a window and throw “something” wrapped in
linen outside). The Pilsen production also confirms the
inspirational nature of Drdbek’s script and it has a cleansing
and cathartic resonance.

Petr Zelenka (1967) studied script writing and editing at
the Film and TV School of the Academy of Performing Arts in
Prague (FAMU). He has worked as a script editor at
Barrandov Film Studios and has also written some original
plays for television. He is a different type of author to
Drdbek. Until recently, he was known primarily as the
screenwriter of several cult films among the younger
generation such as Buttoners (Knoflikdri) and Year of the

<> Petr Zelenka, Theremin / Dejvické divadlo, Praha 2005
Directed by Petr Zelenka / Set design Martin Chocholousek
Costumes Rendta Weidlichovd >Photo Hynek Glos
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Devil (Rok ddbla), which he actually directed as well.
Theremin is his third play. He staged it himself at
Prague’s Dejvice Theatre (Dejvické divadlo), the same venue
he used for his first play Tales of Common Insanity (Pribéhy
obycejného Silenstvi), in which he reflected on the numerous
bizarre psychological “mishaps” of individuals who appear
completely “normal.” Tales of Common Insanity won an
Alfréd Radok Award in 2001 and became the most frequently
performed play in the Central European region. (Zelenka
also made a film version of his play.) Unlike Drabek,
Zelenka’s work is not characterised by unfettered
imagination. He is more restrained when it comes to
devising plots, even though his ideas are eccentric to
a certain extent. The pointed nature of his dialogue is closely
related to the finely wrought work of some British writers.
Theremin is a variation on the life story of the Russian
inventor Lev Sergeyevich Theremin (aka Léon Theremin),
who was born in 1896. Theremin studied playing on the
cello and also became a mechanical engineer. At the age of
23 he created the musical instrument called the theremin-
vox (later known more simply as the theremin). Three years
later, he presented it to the Soviet leader Lenin. But this is
where interpretations differ: Did Theremin show him
a musical instrument or an effective alarm system? He left in
1927 for the USA where he successfully gave concerts with
his invention - a musical instrument that could produce
musical notes without being touched (one plays a theremin

simply by being in close proximity to it). The instrument
began to be serially produced. Naturally, Theremin also
worked in the USA as an industrial spy in the service of the
Soviet state. Zelenka’s play begins in 1929. A German agent
by the name of Goldberg works for Theremin, who also gets
to know the musical composer Schillinger. A millionairess
who is in love with the inventor hires the “private eye”
Hoffman to keep tabs on him... Circumstances bring all four
men together and they form a kind of group (similar to the
bands of a later era), who go on to give theremin concerts in
sports stadiums.

One peculiarity of an otherwise traditional production is
the fact that the theremin is actually played during the
course of the drama. Ivan Trojan, as Theremin, particularly
excels at this. Relations between the four men (in addition
to Trojan, David Novotny, Martin Mys$ic¢ka and Jifi Babek all
give brilliant performances) are more important in the play
and the production than Theremin’s romantic entangle-
ments (besides having relationships with the millionairess
and a black assistant, his legal wife suddenly arrives from
Russia looking for him). An example of the brilliant way in
which Zelenka brings the situation to a head occurs in the
scene where Theremin runs a check on Hoffman - the
“private eye” hired to follow him - using a lie detector,
which at that time was a new innovation. In the second part
of the play, which is linked with the economic depression in
America, the downside of a sudden boom comes into play.
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Theremin also understands that the Soviet secret service is
playing a dirty game with him and not telling him that his
father has died. The secret service are in fact blackmailing
Theremin for his father’s non-proletarian origins and
non-revolutionary attitude. The play ends when the
remaining members of “the band” inform each other of the
fact that Theremin has returned to Soviet Russia (which
actually happened in reality). Like films based on real
events, we then run through information on the subsequent
fate of the real-life protagonists in the drama, which is
projected on a special canvas prepared for this purpose. The
staging of this work could be described as an honest actors’
production with strange and curious musical features.
Both these plays have aroused interest abroad (Aquabelles
has attracted notice in Poland and Ireland while Teremin has
garnered attention in Russia). It’s not possible that by the
time this text is published, foreign translations and
productions of these plays may already exist. Even though

we can find certain specifically Czech features in both
dramas (the experience here with totalitarian practices in
the Soviet sphere of influence resonates in Theremin, while
a typically Czech sense of the absurd and black humour
surfaces in Aquabelles) both texts capture the time we are
living in and the widely shared form it takes, whose defining
characteristics include the hectic pace of living and the
fragmented nature of experience.

David Drdbek: Aquabelles. Director Vladimir Mordvek, set
design Martin Chocholousek, costumes Tomds$ Kypta, music
Michal Pavlicek. Klicpera Theatre, Hradec Krdlové, premiere
30/4/2005.

Petr Zelenka: Theremin. Director autor, set design Martin
Chocholousek, costumes Rendta Weidlichovd, music Karel
Holas. Dejvice Theatre, Praha, premiere 17/11/2005.
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Iva Pefinovd, Egad, the Dogheads! / Divadio Alfa, Plzert 1999
Directed by Tomds$ Dvordk / Set design and puppets Pavel Kalfus
>Photo Jan Rauner
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Prague. She graduated from ceramics school and held

several different short jobs before starting studies at the
Puppet Department of the AMU academy in Prague.
Although she studied puppet performance, she has said that
she was already attracted to dramaturgy and to doing her
own writing at the time.

After graduating in 1969, she began work as a puppet
performer in the Naive Theatre (Naivni divadlo) in Liberec
which was, along with the Drak Theatre in Hradec Krdlové,
at the forefront of puppet performance creation both in
Czechoslovakia and abroad. Over time a special aesthetic
had developed at the theatre, touched on by the word
“naive” in the theatre’s name. The creators would always try
to look at the world through the eyes of children - openly,
unbiased, questioningly. An unusual musicality was
common to the performances, many of which were
described as “puppet musicals“.

In the late seventies Iva Pefinovd, after a relatively
unsuccessful first attempt at writing tried her hand at it
again, and the Naive Theatre Liberec produced in quick
succession two plays she had written, each of which was
a great success. These were a dramatization of Jiri
Trnka’s children’s book The Gate Held Shut with a Button
(Branka zamcdend na knoflik) and echoes of Czech folk
ballads in Listen to How Things Used to Be (Poslechnéte, jak
byvalo), subtitled A New Song on an Old Note (Pisnicka na
zndmou notu, jenZe jinak).

While the first text was written for children, the latter
showed signs of all the skills with which Iva Petinovd would
come to attract adult audiences with her writing. The text
and the production took broadside ballads as their point of
departure. The story of a poor girl’s love for a wealthy
prince was placed in the context of the fights between
a woman singer and a contemporary actor. Audiences were
entertained by the sentimental story and could at the same
time clearly differentiate between the layers of parody and
irony in the text. Thanks to its set design and the technique
of operating marionettes from above, the production also
drew visibly from folk puppet traditions, which further
heightened the parodic feel.

An important moment for Iva Pefinovd’s further creation
was the realization that she was working with a creative
team able to create top-notch performances on the basis of
her writing. She continued to write and in doing so
contributed significantly to the style of “her” theatre.
Because she was almost always writing for a specific
puppeteer, this was entirely a theatre d‘auteur.

In the early nineties the Naive Theatre not only changed
hands, but its creative team changed as well. Iva Pefinova
stayed on in the theatre, starting as its dramaturg in 1990.
A new stage in her work was begun thanks to collaboration
with guest director Tomds Dvofdk, designer Ivan Nesveda and
musician Jifi Koptik from the Alfa Theatre in Pilsen. Their
successful series of collaborations started in 1993 with The

Iva Pefinovéd was born on June 25", 1944 in Roztoky near
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Headless Knight (Bezhlavy rytir), followed by Alibaba and the
Forty Thieves (Alibaba a ctyticet loupeznikii - 1994), Alina, or
Petiin in Another Part of the World (Alina aneb Pettin v jiném
dilu svéta - 1996), The Animal Theatre (Zvireci divadlo -
1999) in the Naive Theatre Liberec and Egad, the Dogheads!
(Jeminkote, Psohlavci - 1999) in the Alfa Theatre, Pilsen. The
newest contribution to the series is The Handsome Fireman, or
the National Theatre Fire (Krdsny nadhasi¢ aneb Pozdr
Ndrodniho divadla), which first played in 2005.

< Alva Pefinovd, Egad, the Dogheads! / Divadlo Alfa, Plzert 1999
Directed by Tomds$ Dvordk / Set design and puppets Pavel Kalfus
>Photo Josef Ptacek

v1va Pefinovd, The Handsome Fireman, or the National Theatre
Fire / Naivni divadlo, Liberec 2005 / Directed by Tomds$ Dvoidk
Set design and puppets Ivan Nesveda >Photo Josef Ptatek

Of these, I'll examine Egad, the Dogheads! and The
Handsome Fireman more closely. Pefinovd based these
pieces on a classic Czech literary work - Psohlavci (about the
Czechs who for centuries guarded the Bohemian borderlands
- sometimes translated as DogHeads in English), which
Alois Jirdsek completed in 1886 - and an historical event -
the fire which burned down the freshly built Czech National
Theatre in 1881. Her view of these phenomena and events
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Avrlva Pefinovd, The Handsome Fireman, or the National Theatre
Fire / Naivni divadlo, Liberec 2005 / Directed by Tomds$ Dvordk
Set design and puppets Ivan Nesveda >Photo Josef Ptatek
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which are part of the Czech national tradition, is comic and
ironical, serving to deconstruct their mythic status, while
maintaining a nostalgic understanding for them.

Creating a play about the moving tale of the Chodsko
people’s fight for their historical rights, which in
Jirdsek’s version is required reading in schools, came from
the Alfa Theatre in Pilsen, the idea being that it be a tale
from the same region as the theatre. Iva Pefinova first
rejected the commission, until she got the idea of placing
the Kasparek jester character among the Psohlavci...

Kaspérek is in Czech puppet theatre a well-known stock
character. He first appeared in old folk puppet plays for
adult audiences. Typical to the Kasparek character are
hedonism, unscrupulousness, and opportunism. Pefinova
deliberately chose a specific way of talking for her
Kaspdrek, including textual references to folk plays.

The protagonist Jan Sladky Kozina is, in Pefi-
novd’s interpretation more of a family man and doubting
realist than a committed warrior for the rights of minorities.
Indeed he is convinced of their invalidity and has to be more

or less manipulated into the conflict. To make matters
worse, he gets no rest at home as his teenage sons learn how
to play the bagpipes, a traditional musical instrument in the
Chodsko region.

Songs from the Chodsko songbooks of Jindfich Jindfich
play an important part in the performance. The play features
three throughlines one next to the other: Kozina’s story,
Kaspdrek’s story, and the folk songs. The contrast between
the grave, even tragic story (Kozina is executed) of the
Chodsko rebellion and the timeless, immortal opportunist
Kaspdrek’s story brings new and unexpected meaning to
a well-known topic, deconstructing the heroic tone and
contributing to the debate on the “Czech national character”
with the discovery that Czechs are more realists and
musicians than warriors and revolutionaries. The age-old
theme of Czech-German relations appears as well. The
writer focuses on the subject through the character Lomikar
who, leaping between the two languages, struggles with the
language of his “own kin“ with total disgust.

Iva Pefinovd exaggeratedly confronts well-known motifs
with the outlook of people today. The result is a surprisingly
up-to-date and funny play, whose audience appeal is in fact
very broad, from older children all the way up to the
intellectually mature.

Director Tomd$ Dvordk‘s production of the play in the
Alfa Theatre, Pilsen, was very well received, and not only by
regular followers of puppet theatre, making it a highlight of
the 1999/2000 theatre season.

The February 2005 premiere of The Handsome Fireman
was awaited with anticipation. Iva Pefinova studied source
materials and inspiration for this play about the
preparations for, construction of and subsequent burning
down of the Czech National Theatre. The text created
following this workshop was neither a “merry little fairy
tale“, nor a historical play trying to show exactly what
happened, though many of the scenes are based on
historical fact. As the writer herself emphasized, in spite of
the title it isn’t even a play about firemen. Like Egad, the
Dogheads!, this is a clever, ironical interpretation of
a well-known national legend.

The story of the Czech nation’s attempt to build its own
theatre takes place on several different levels. The ambitious
fireman Cenék is the protagonist of the title. With his
beloved Marjanka he begets three children, but his
independence and desire to achieve higher goals prevents
him not only from getting married, but sweeps him into the
arms of the beautiful muse, Liza. His subsequent dis-
appointment and unemployment causes him to take care of
things in radical fashion - by committing suicide. Finally,
on the exact day of his funeral the brand new National
Theatre building catches fire and most of the firemen do not
reach the fire in time.

An important - and of course, very Czech - location in
the play is the pub. Both Staroce$i and Mladocesi
(representatives of 19th century political parties) come to



drink beer here and in their verbal bantering can be
discerned the never-ending alibism and limited intellect of
members of political parties at any time in history.

The man who comes regularly to the pub to announce
important news is a German with the symbolic name of Mr.
Franz. He represents the ambiguity of Czech-German
relations, in which Czechs are presented on the one hand as
narcissistic loud-mouths, and on the other hand faithful
subordinates with an inferiority complex. Another character
who finds refuge in the pub is Hata the soothsayer. She is
from the old romantic and pseudo-romantic repertory, one
of the favourite members of the cast, almost as much as
Kasparek. Héta plays on the harp, sings and is haunted by
premonitions. She accompanies us throughout the story as
a teller of things to come, even if her premonitions are not
always exact (for instance instead of an earthquake there is
“an earthquake on the Vienna stock-exchange®).

There are also two Czech workmen in the characters of
Pepa and Pepa the bricklayers. They are employed in
endless construction work (the construction of the National

Arlva Pefinovd, The Handsome Fireman, or the National Theatre
Fire / Naivni divadlo, Liberec 2005 / Directed by Tomds$ Dvoidk
Set design and puppets Ivan Nesveda >Photo Josef Ptacek
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Theatre took nearly half a century), where they will have
work “forever give or take a day“. The old Czech idiom
about “golden Czech hands* is given a new meaning: these
Czechs are indeed able to handle anything they get their
hands on, but above all to their own personal benefit.

The play also features crowd scenes. Outdoing the scenes
where crowds promenade along the embankment,
commenting on how construction is going, is the climactic
crowd scene when the building catches fire.

An important part of the text is made up of real
commentary and quotes from the press of the time, in which
the fire was described, in the manner of the period, as
a national tragedy. In this way a functional contrast with the
storyline is provided.

We also get to meet real historical personages in their
puppet versions: architect Josef Zitek, the composer Bedfich
Smetana whose opera Libu$e first opened the National
Theatre, and the artist of the decorative curtain Vojtéch
Hynais, who while first sketching complains to his model
Liza that Czech patriots tell him off for his inability to paint
“in fluent Czech”...

The play is full of different characters yet never loses
pace and remains compact. The Handsome Fireman was
nominated for an Alfréd Radok award for 2005.

The performance, once again directed by Tomda$ Dvoidk
and designed by Ivan Nesveda, showed just how much this
creative team can work in symbiosis. Puppets completely
dominated the stage. The text calls for changes of scene, so
by alternating projected images with action on the riverside
or in various interior locations (the pub, Marjdnka’s house,
the workshop, Liza’s house, in the theatre or in the royal
box) the production takes on a crisp rhythm.

The visual concept of the puppets reminds us of
traditional marionettes in interior locations and little stick
puppets in the scenes by the riverside. The puppets are
realistic with a touch of exaggerated feature. Their
puppeteers are completely hidden - until the final curtain
call. An interesting comment by one critic was the question
“who would have thought that there could be such electric
eroticism between wooden puppets as there is between
Cenék and his muse?”’ The set, featuring the richly
ornamented proscenium reminds us of a classic little theatre
for marionettes. The curtain serves also as a projection
screen, on which text from the press of the period and other
documents are projected.

The production also features the famous puppet gags of
director Dvofdk. This time we get to see marionettes such as
a flustered stork, exhausted by the tempo with which he has
to carry new babies to Marjdnka, and a parrot that endlessly
nods in agreement to everything, or the crazed Héta playing
the harp.

The production was very well received by audiences.
During the Open Arms 2005 (Oteviend naruc) festival it
even played once on the stage of the National Theatre,
literally “on location”.
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As director Markéta Schartovd concluded in Theatre
News (Divadelni noviny), Iva Pefinovd’s great value is in:
“the refined creation of plays, scintillating dialogue,
imagination, playfulness, awareness of nuance, poetic style,
feeling for gentle irony, humour, the art of the punch-line,
courage in using sarcasm, all crowned with a truly
thorough knowledge of puppet theatre”.?

Iva Pefinovd has written and created 33 plays,
dramatizations and adaptations. She has been awarded the
Czech Literary Fund Award, the Alfréd Radok Award and
the Award of the Czech Centre of ASSITEJ - the World
Theatre Network of Theatre for Children and Young People.
Her plays have been translated into other languages and
presented on many different stages abroad (in Germany,
Russia, Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland, and Finland to name
a few). She has never been interested in writing for the
“big” drama stages: “Ever since I started doing puppet
theatre I have concentrated on it fully and I have never had
the time nor the inclination to do anything else.”* Even so
her works are played more often than any other Czech
woman playwright’s (some of her plays have even been
staged with “real” actors on the “big” stage). This should

come as no surprise: for her view of Czech tradition and the
Czech character, and the way she works them into her
writing, are unique.

! Ter: Krasny nadhasi¢ - zdbavnd lekce déjepisu, MF Dnes
newspaper, Liberec region, 3. 3. 2005.

2 M. Schartovd in: Nékdy trochu ulitnu /interview with I.
Pefinovd/, Divadelni noviny newspaper 13, 2004, Number
9, p. 10.

1. Pefinovd: KdyZ se mi néco povede, je to Zivotoddrna sila,
Plzensky denik newspaper 7. 7. 2000.

Iva Petinovd: Egad, the Dogheads! Director Tomds Dvordk,
set design Pavel Kalfus. Alfa Theatre, Plzeri, premiere
11/10/1999.

Iva Petinovd: The Handsome Fireman, or the National
Theatre Fire. Director Tomds Dvordk, set design Ivan
Nesveda, music Vratislav Srdmek. Naive Theatre Liberec,
premiere 19/2/2005.




3

v

(Opera in
the Czech Republic, 2005

Radmila Hrdinova
-
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a production of the first version of Bohuslav Marti-

ni’'s The Greek Passion (Recké pasije, opening night
January 16th, 2005). The National Theatre (Narodni
divadlo) in Brno presented it at the Jand¢ek Opera House in
co-production with the Royal Opera Covent Garden in
London and the festival in Bregenz, Austria, where five
years earlier the renowned opera had enjoyed its first ever
performance in this version. This reconstruction of the
opera’s first version is the work of Ale$ Bfezina, a top expert
on Bohuslav Martinti, and one of his greatest promoters.

Martina finished The Greek Passion, based on Nikos

In 2005 Czech opera got off to a great start with

Kazantzakis’s novel Christ Recrucified, in early 1957 to an
English libretto. This version then went through a series of
revisions, and it was a transformed Greek Passion which,
following the Zurich premiere in 1961, became the version
known around the world and for many years the official
version for any production purposes. The original English
version features a very different musical and dramatic form,
which respects the epic flow of Kazantzakis‘ fresco-like
novel and not only includes the spoken-drama character of
the narrator later cut out of the following version, but
moreover features highly theatrical qualities. And these
were precisely the qualities that director David Pountney
emphasized in his Covent Garden production of April 2000.
His assistant Nicola Raab then restaged that London
production for the opera in Brno.

Set designer Stefanos Lazaridis made use of the entire
space, using a raised structure of simple walkways inter-
connecting the various points of action, evoking both the
village environment where the opera is located, and the
house-and-balcony stage structures of the very passion
plays which the villagers are supposed to perform in the

opera. Pountney breathes life into this giant structure with
a great number of parallel activities taking place one
alongside the other, highly suggestive of day-to-day life in
village society. The building materials used, gray-black in
colour, could be seen as a metaphor for the aridity of the

< AYBohuslav Martint, Greek Passion / Ndrodni divadlo v Brné, Brno
2005 / Music Bohuslav Martinii / Libretto Bohuslav Martinii (after Nikos
Kazantzakis) / Conducted by Christian von Gehren / Directed by David
Pountney / Set design Stefanos Lazaridis / Costumes Marie-Jeanne Lecca
Light design David Cunningham >Photo Ludék Svitil

Greek countryside, or of the hearts of the characters creating
the story for us. It seems no accident that the refugee village
we see wedged under the construction reminds one of
a homeless colony somewhere under a bridge or highway
ramp. An important aspect of Pountney’s Greek Passion is
detailed work on the acting of both the chorus and soloists
of the opera, who are never to be seen standing aimlessly on
their platforms, as in most operas in our country; these
people are really acting, convincingly and with a great deal
of naturalism. The complex activities, which are never
onstage just “for their own sake”, together compose an
image of life in which Christian virtues are turned into
business and the human heart and conscience are
overgrown with a thick layer of inhospitality, and where the



priest proclaims openly that “Christ is my business®, while
the destitution of those around him leaves him cold.
Pountney’s reading of The Greek Passion manages to be
urgent and contemporary without forced reinterpretation.
The production’s music, under the baton of Ger-
man-Danish conductor Christian von Gehren, is a powerful
experience drawing from the orchestra’s dynamics and

expressive flexibilities, an evenly matched standard of
soloists - whether they be from London or from Brno - and
the exceptional work of the highly-prepared and perfectly
coordinated Brno choir (as always under choirmaster Josef
Panc¢ik). Of the soloists, without any question charismatic

AY »Leo$ Janacek, Jentuifa / Ndrodni divadlo, Praha 2005 / Music and
libretto Leo$ Jandcek / Conducted by Jii't Kout / Directed by Jii't Nekvasil
Set design and costumes Daniel Dvotdk >Photo Frantiek Ortmann

bass Willard W. White in the role of Fotis stood out, while
Peter Sidhom as Grigoris the priest was his dignified equal,
Manolios as performed by Elton Thomas was less
pronounced next to them though he sung and played very
reliably, as did soprano Marie McLaughlin in the role of
Katefina. The Old Man was an exceptional creation in the
hands of grand old man of the Brno company, bass Richard
Novak. This presentation of The Greek Passion was the
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climax of the Czech Music 2004 project, which opened in
January 2004 with another production of Pountney’s,
a Brno-Viennese co-production of Janacek’s Jeniifa (Jeji
pastorkyria). Even if the project had yielded nothing more
than these two productions, its mission would have been
accomplished, because both are great examples of
top-notch modern music-and-drama theatre.

A high point of the first half of the 2004-2005 opera
season in Prague was the first complete presentation of the
four parts of Wagner’s operatic cycle The Ring of the
Nibelung on the stage of the National Theatre’s historical
building. This was a not an original production, but four
productions of the Deutsche Oper am Rhein Diisseldorf /
Duisburg in cooperation with the orchestra, choir (supple-
mented by men of the Prague Philharmonic Choir) and
soloists of Prague’s National Theatre (in the role of the
Valkyries in the second part of the tetralogy). Wagner’s
cycle first played in the Czech lands just three times from
the late 19th Century to the start of World War Two, always

on the stage of the German Opera. With the exception of
Twilight of the Gods, which had never made it to the Czech
stage until last year, Czech opera companies had only ever
studied the operas of the cycle individually.

This production by classical German opera director Kurt
Horres, recreated by artistic director Tobias Richter did not,
as opposed to Pountney’s piece, bring any major new
inspiration to the Czech opera world. Though the artistic
team chose to use costumes from Richard Wagner’s own
period (the characters of the giants Fasolt and Fafner were
made to resemble Wagner and Liszt), this shift did not
introduce any new meaning - on the contrary - the
plainclothes costumes clashed with the mythic
environment of the stories, and all the characters blended
into a single costume style representing “respectable
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looking“ middle-class society, whether they were the Gods
of Valhalla, underground dwarves, giants, Valkyries or
Rhinemaidens - the very worlds Wagner’s opera differen-

AAntonin Dvotfak, Rusalka / Stdtni opera Praha, 2005 / Music
Antonin Dvordk / Libretto Jaroslav Kvapil / Conducted by Jan Chalupecky
Directed by Zdenék Troska / Set design Milan Ferencik

Costumes Josef Jelinek >Photo Franti$k Ortman

VY P. M. Davies, Médium / Ndrodni divadlo, Kolowrat, Praha 2005
Directed by Ondiej David / Set design and costumes Tereza Durdilovd
>Photo Franti$ek Ortmann
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tiates so sharply. The pasteboard set also set the production
back several decades to a time of staging conventions long
since surpassed.

The greatest gains of this artistically uneven co-pro-
duction between Prague’s National Theatre and the German
company were the musical dramaturgy of conductor John
Fiore, who in consideration of the short rehearsal period
available to him with the National Theatre orchestra
achieved admirable results, as did some of the soloists in
their Wagnerian roles - above average performances were
achieved in particular by John Wegner (Wotan), Renée
Morlock (Fricka, Waltraute, Erda), Wolfgang Schmidt
(Siegmund), Alfons Eberz (Siegfried), Oleg Bryjak
(Alberich), Frances Ginzer (Briinhilde) and Hans Peter
Konig (Hagen). There is promise for the future in an
agreement that John Fiore will work with Prague’s foremost
theatre again, which should result in an original Prague
production of a Wagner opera.

The National Theatre in Prague’s Opera company kicked
off its 123" season with a new production of Leo$
Jandcek’'s Jeniifa (opening September 11th, 2005).
A problematic director-designer concept by the pair heading
the National Theatre, Jifi Nekvasil a Daniel Dvordk was
compensated by the exacting musical interpretation of
conductor Jifi Kout and the performances of some of the
protagonists, above all Eva Urbanové and Yvonna Skvérov4,
alternating in the role of Kostelnicka while Jorma Silvasti in
the role of Laco also gave a notable performance, although
the lyric tenor of Czech singer Tom4s Cerny also excelled in
this role, as did Ale$ Briscein as Steva.

Of the other productions at the National Theatre in
Prague we should also mention the continuing series of
contemporary opera works in the intimate confines of the
Kolowrat Theatre, which brought us an important pro-
duction of the opera The Medium by Sir Peter Maxwell
Davies (opening February 2nd, 2005, together with The Four
Note Opera by Tom Johnson), in which an exceedingly
well-acted and well-sung performance was given by
mezzosoprano Jaroslava Maxovd, who eight years ago
excelled in another highly demanding role in Davies’
one-act Miss Donnithorn’s Maggot.

At the close of the 2004/5 season another of the
co-productions (a production method greatly favoured by
the leadership of Prague’s National Theatre in recent years)
was the first presentation on this stage of a Finnish opera.
The Tampere Opera company, in cooperation with the
orchestra of the National Theatre presented for just two
evenings the opera The Last Temptations by composer
Joonas Kokkonen (opening June 12th and 14th, 2005). This
production was above all an interesting enrichment of the
Czech scene due to its being an unusual programming
choice.

Another programming initiative of Prague’s National
Theatre called Banging on the Iron Curtain, introducing the
never-yet-performed works of (predominantly) young
opera composers, continued this year. Of these the original
work Phantom, or a Bloody Opera whose creators are the
trio of Petr Kofron (music), Zdenék Plachy (script and



direction) a Jiff Simac¢ek (script and silent film editing)
elicited the strongest reaction.

The other house of opera in the capital - The Prague
State Opera - stuck to traditional repertory and production
methodology, the culmination of which was a production of
Dvorak’s Rusalka, in which film director Zdenék Troska led
the State Opera company in classic style with a projected
film and with Eva Urbanovd in the lead role (opening May
5th, 2005). In early 2005 the State Opera in Prague

= -,
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however director Stanislav Mosa’s production suffered from
many problems due mostly to a poorly managed conflict
between realistic story and surrealist imagery.

Of the eight permanent opera houses outside of Prague, it
is above all the Moravian-Silesian National Theatre
(Narodni divadlo moravskoslezské) company in Ostrava
that maintains a remarkable standard in terms of both
inventive programming and vigorous staging. In 2005 this
was due to the ongoing creative cooperation between

—

Benjamin Britten, Curlew River / Ndrodni divadlo, Praha 2005 / Music Benjamin Britten / Libretto William Plomer (after Kanzo Motomasa)
Conducted by Marko Ivanovic / Directed by Jii't Hefman / Set design Pavel Svoboda / Costumes Lenka Poldskovd

Light design Jit{ Hefman and Daniel Tesal >Photo Hana Smejkalova

presented a new, original work, the surrealist opera La
Roulette (world premiere March 17th, 2005) by composer
Zdenek Merta and librettist Stanislav Mosa, a duo better
known for creating new musicals. The opera presented us
with an interesting original musical and dramatic work
pushing the genre boundaries of Czech opera creation,

director Ludék Golat and designers Jaroslav Malina and
Helena AnyZovéa (Macbeth, The Elixir of Love, Rusalka), as
well as director Michael Tarant (The Greek Passion), and the
high standard of soloists cast, supported in recent years by
top singers from Italy and other countries.

Other opera companies more or less remained within the
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boundaries of traditional repertory. Of these the production
of Modest Petrovich Mussorgsky‘s Boris Godunov at the F. X.
Salda Theatre (Divadlo F. X. Saldy) in Liberec stood out
(this was a co-production with the opera company in the
nearby German town of Gorlitz, opening April 29th, 2005),
as did the first production on Czech soil in many years of
Sergei Prokofiev’s War and Peace, on the stage of the Brno
National Theatre‘’s Jandc¢ek Opera, staged by a Russian
artistic team (opening November 11th, 2005): a unique

spe“ Association, the Strings of Autumn Prague music
festival and the Czech Museum of Music. This production,
the first Czech presentation of the miracle-play-
meets-opera Curlew River (under the Czech title Reka
Sumida) by Benjamin Britten in the non-traditional space of
what was once the Church of St. Mary Magdalene, now the
atrium of the Czech Museum of Music (Czech premiere
November 29th 2005.) The project was conceived and
implemented by director Jifi Hefman, one of the most

Benjamin Britten, Curlew River / Ndrodn{ divadlo, Praha 2005 / Music Benjamin Britten / Libretto William Plomer (after Kanzo Motomasa)
Conducted by Marko Ivanovic¢ / Directed by Jiii Hefman / Set design Pavel Svoboda / Costumes Lenka Poldskovd
Light design Jit{ Hefman and Daniel Tesai* >Photo Hana Smejkalova

contribution to the two hundredth anniversary celebrations
of the Napoleonic Battle of the Three Emperors near
Slavkov/Austerlitz.

As 2005 came to a close Prague opera audiences got to
enjoy a project remarkable both as a programming choice
and in terms of staging, a cooperative effort between the “in

impressive personalities in the new generation of Czech
opera directors. Curlew River is the first of three chamber
operas that Britten composed in the 1960s based on sacred
texts. It is based on an old Japanese Noh play about
a mother who must cross the River Sumida in search of her
lost child. Britten transposed the story into medieval



England and had monks perform it as a symbolic parable on
life, death, suffering and purging through God. Director Jif{
Hefman and his team made maximum use of the acoustic
and spatial characteristics of this non-traditional space,
creating a suggestive ritualistic performance inspired by the
slow gestures of the Noh theatre. The black-and-white
design elements together with the sharp red costume
accents of the Madwoman character fit well with the
carefully prepared lighting design and stylised, scripted
movement of all the performers: the tempo, timing and
execution of each gesture had its own meaning and
aesthetic value, always different from the cold sterility of
Robert Wilson’s compositions. Hefman’s imaginative ideas
were based firmly on the music and the philosophical
parable of Britten’s opera, and achieved a powerful poetic
effect.

This composition, as demanding to sing as it is to stage,
was sung superbly by French tenor of Vietnamese origin
Philippe Do in the role of the Madwoman, Jiti Hajek as the
Ferryman, Rastislav Uhldr as the Traveller, and Ondrej
Mraz as the Abbot as well as the solo casting of the
eight-member male chorus of monks. The chamber
orchestra, with conductor Marko Ivanovi¢ at the organ,
brought out of Britten’s score maximum colour and lyrical
tension: each of the musicians giving a brilliant solo and
then reuniting in cooperation with the others. This
production of Britten’s Curlew River was, following
Poutney’s The Greek Passion, the second highlight of Czech
opera in 2005.

The year also included the repertory of several traditional
opera festivals, above all the Opera 2005 seventh annual
festival of Czech opera theatre right at the beginning of the
year. The festival has taken place biannually in Prague since
1993, presenting the work of all Czech professional opera
companies. Featuring twelve opera performances and
a closing opera gala concert, the festival provided an
unbiased overview of the current state of affairs in Czech
opera, ranging from classic works of the Italian repertory
(Bellini‘s Norma, Puccini‘s The Cloak and Giani Schicchi,
Salieri‘s Falstaff) through Czech classics (Smetana‘s The
Bartered Bride, Prodand nevésta and Brandenburgers in
Bohemia, Braniboti v Cechdch, Novék‘s The Lantern,
Lucerna, Janacek‘s Jeniifa and The Cunning Little Vixen,
Liska Bystrouska) all the way to more challenging
programming (Grétry‘s The Two Misers, Pergolesi‘s Tracollo
e Livietta). In 2005 the other regular opera festivals
continued: Smetana‘s Litomysl offered a concert version of
Richard Wagner’s opera Tannhduser with a high-quality
international cast of singers headed by Eva Urbanové and
Wolfgang Millgram, while boy’s choir Boni Pueri presented
Hans Krasa’s opera Brundibdr in Smetana’s family home;
also in Litomy$l there was a concert version of

Corinth by young Czech composer Michael Keprt was
premiered alongside his earlier one-act opera
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Ganga’s Shores (Brehy Gangy, originally produced at the
aforementioned Banging on the Iron Curtain event at the
National Theatre) at the Burian Brothers‘ Rakovnik festival,
in the small west Bohemian town of Rakovnik (opening May
10th, 2005), proving that even outside the larger towns and

Benjamin Britten, Curlew River / Ndrodni divadlo, Praha 2005

Music Benjamin Britten / Libretto William Plomer (after Kanzo Motomasa)
Conducted by Marko Ivanovic¢ / Directed by Jiit Hefman

Set design Pavel Svoboda / Costumes Lenka Poldskovd

Light design Jit{ Hefman and Daniel Tesar

>Photo Hana Smejkalovd

without a giant budget, a small festival can achieve a great
Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess. The new Czech opera Bride of deal in terms of remarkable programming.

As usual the summer months were restricted to festivals
that have become regular events such as Jandcek‘'s Huk-
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valdy and the Mozart Open festival in Prague. Opera pro-
ductions were also to be found in the summer at many
different Czech stately homes - for many years now opera
performances are part of the Revolving Auditorium theatre
in Cesky Krumlov castle park, and a very high standard of

singing and production values are maintained by the opera
festival in the amphitheatre under west Bohemia‘s Loket
castle (the Loket Summer Festival), where top soloists from
Czech opera theatres often participate - this year in
Nabucco, Carmen, Rusalka and Eugene Onegin.
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Sclavi - Emigrant. Song / Divadelni studio Farma
yjeskyni, 2005 / Directed by Viliam Docolomansky
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CZECH DANCE ZONE 2005

...demonstrates in this year’s best projects a distinctive feel for theatre stylisation and at the same

time a sensitive attentiveness to the body and its fatefulness. In this, the two most successful

productions of Czech movement theatre are as formally distinct as they could be: on the one hand the

group Farma v jeskyni (Farm in the Cave) in a production as physical and wild as Dionysus and at the

same time documentary; and at the opposite end of the stylistic axis, the cosmically Apollonian laser

beauty of the group TOW. Both works, however, strive with the same intensity to express something
essential inherent in the contemporary world.

Slavonic Slaves

A unique type of physical and voice-band theatre is
presented in the Czech Republic under the title Sclavi and
the subtitle Emigrant Song (Emigrantova pisert) by the
independent studio theatre Farm in the Cave. This
production has made its mark not only in the field of
movement theatre, but in the Czech theatre as a whole - it
won the Alfréd Radok Award in a survey of critics for the
best Czech production of the year. The most expressive
element of the production is movement. It is unusually
eloquent and inventive without resorting to descriptiveness.
The artistic director Viliam Doc¢olomansky is as inventive in
the movement detail, as voracious in the rhythmic music,
and as valiant as he is perfectionist in the group
compositions. He shows in Sclavi a striking talent for
choreography.

The theme of emigration —
modern slavery

Viliam Docolomansky has behind him a short but
significant directing career which includes studio perfor-
mances, outdoor projects, workshops, concerts and theatre

research expeditions. He is a great admirer of the Polish
physical and ritualistic theatre originating from the
experience of the visionary Grotowski but at the same time
a gulf divides his theatre from Grotowski in the tendency to
Dionysian theatrical expression.

The Latin word sclavi, meaning slaves, is the
etymological basis of the name Slav. Even today this word
implies a slavish essence. East Slavs - formerly sclavi,
slaves, today navvies, gastarbeiter; formerly Rome, today
America. The Farm in the Cave performers sought inspi-
ration in a marginal Slavonic nation - the Ruthenians. The
studio sent an expedition to East Slovakia in search of them.
The group members then studied Ruthenian and Ukrainian
folk song there on the spot. They also collected thematic
material. Quotations from the letters of Ruthenian
gastarbeiter from the beginning of the twentieth century are
immeasurably interesting to read, all the more in that the
theme of emigration and subordinate work for a richer
society is again topical and living in our civilisation today.

The six performers have a challenging task: to dance,
sing, and bring to life in the dense compositional tissue of
a sophisticated scenario, of a presupposed dynamic and
expressively exalted multifaceted expression. At the start of



the performance the actors raid the forestage and
immediately launch into a rhythmic dance. They express
themselves in an interesting medley of languages - to the
extent these can be distinguished - singing and screaming in
Ukrainian, Ruthenian, Slovak and Czech... The actors have
the appearance of schooled horses: they stamp, exclaim
their lines, form themselves into a voice-band, are drowned
by drums. Voices from the team of actors shriek: “America,
it’s a miracle, it’s a miracle!” But the contents of their
wounded souls also flow over, of their bodies torn apart by
distance and their betrayals in love: “Whose is that child? -
It could be yours, if you lived here...”

The theme of emigration, poverty, drudgery in foreign
lands, alienation as a mighty flow of mud which strips one of
body, heart, hands, eyes, tongues and consciousness. All the
expressive levels live in a close symbiosis, condensing into an
explosive mixture. The bleat of an accordion,
that timeless heart-breaker. Percussion of all
kinds rings out, Tibetan bowls, metal spoons,
the choking trumpet of the disinherited, last
worshipped in Fellini’s La Strada.

Dance of the poor -
physical theatre in
the Czech Lands

Poverty runs through the production like
a red thread. Between the rolling on the
ground, between the combative and exalted
movements, women’s voices triumph,
talking about how much money they earned,

<V »Sclavi - Emigrant Song / Divadelni studio
Farma v jeskyni, 2005 / Directed by Viliam
Docolomansky / Music direction Marjana Sadowska
Set design and costumes Barbora Erniholdovd
>Photo Tomds Karas
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and how many things they can buy with it. That is how the
dances of the poor appear. The perfectionism and
coordination of the participants is amazing; they have more
than a year’s work behind them. In all the prominent
passages - and these predominate - voices are intertwined
and overlapping, singing, calling, lamenting, bodies
intermingle in an unpredictable scenario and feet pulsate in
the beguiling rhythm of a folkloric model. From time to time
a whining accordion bores painfully into our aural
appendages and pours oil on the fire of the general
shrieking. All these expressive levels live their lives
independently of each other and in a close symbiosis.

On the one hand dance-work with a partner is widely
used, on the other elementary elements of folk dance. In
such close proximity the gains of the modern can resemble
brawls and work with folkloric elements in the sense of

minimalist repetitiveness. At times the
stamp of bare but tough feet drowns out the
strident spew of words.

The basic element of the set is
a multifunctional caravan which is pulled
around the stage by the performers and
opened from every side. They play, dance
and sing around it, in it, and on it. In
a dangerous movement variation on the roof
of the caravan, one performer is only just
saved from falling by his partner, as he
jealously leans out to spy on what is
happening below. This movement winds
into a dangerous hoist and a similarly
dramatic slide of the body which gets stuck,
halfway in a hanging position. Perhaps
these movements “above the abyss” are
movements of poverty, of desperation, just
like the movement of greedily taking
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possession of the body of another person -
even in passionate lovemaking? Is move-
ment at ground level a movement of the
poor? And do we live an epoch of the dance
of the poor with its eternal floor-work?

If some theme of Docolomansky’s pro-
duction can be determined - not counting
the perfectionist play of movement-voices-
sounds - then it would plainly be poverty;
more exactly our poverty, the poverty of our
region, the region of the “other” Europe.

Crazy documentary

In this way all the expressive media used
create together a specific documentary poetic.
Documentary is a red-hot novelty in
contemporary dance theatre. At the last inter-
national dance festival in Vienna, ImPuls-
Tanz, the Chinese choreographer Wen Hui &
Living Dance Studio made a special impression. She presented
her Report on Giving Birth and Report on the Body. Through
her dance performances she showed how a documentary-
based approach can unite with a metaphorical, unreal, even
psychedelic particularisation. The particularised image of the
whole production, its spaciousness, colourfulness, sharp
conflict of contrasting angles of view and the film-editing of
details and wunits together create a poetic of “crazy
documentary” as I call this style.

We can include Viliam Doc¢olomansky in the school of
“crazy documentary”; he offered a particularised
theatre/dream at the level of movement and at the level of
work with voice, but thematically and visually he grounded
this potential dream-like quality. The way the production
Sclavi was prepared - “research travels” - had clear marks
of the documentary. All its texts were taken from authentic

documents. The designer Barbora Ernihold-
ova also proceeded in the intentions of the
documentary when she collected authentic
costumes from Ruthenian villages for her
“poor” costumes. The colours are “poor”
and make a documentary impression - the
working coats of a proletarian blue, the dirty
blacks of the men’s trousers and jackets, the
rusty colours of the caravan.

Viliam Docolomansky is a new name in
the contemporaneously developing zones of
Czech dance and movement theatre. Viliam,
who sailed into it from elsewhere, approa-
ches dance movement without encum-
brances, without the damage of technical

<vSclavi - Emigrant Song / Divadelni studio
Farma v jeskyni, 2005 / Directed by Viliam
Docolomansky / Music direction Marjana Sadowska
Set design and costumes Barbora Erniholdovd
>Photo Tomd$ Karas

dance clichés, not trapped in the blind allies of dance
minimalism or the “need to please”. He enters as a person
without prejudices. For the time being, that is his great
advantage.

Laser Pompeii

The long awaited new work by the choreographer Petra
Hauerovd and her group TOW, TuringMachine, was
premiered in November 2005 in the Prague theatre Ponec.
A work originated with a greater significance than that of
a local event. Hauerovd’s earlier work, Night Moth (Nocni
miira), founded on the same principles of “laser choreo-
graphy”, already made a successful impact. TOW, which
underwrites both projects, is made up of the choreographer
Petra Hauerovd, the cameraman Jiffi Madalek as lighting



designer, Vladimir Broz, known as Vladimir 518, who
directs the computer controlled laser and David Vrbik,
composing, breaking and deforming the sound.

Laser thriller

Petra Hauerovd was awarded the most important prize in
the field dance in the Czech Republic for Night Moth, the
Award for “discovery in dance”. This generously endowed
prize enables young artists to invest in a new work. Night
Moth was truly a “discovery”; it distinguished itself through
its multi-media, cosmic image and straight theatre non-
dance from everything which was at that time to be seen on
the Czech dance scene, arousing both enthusiasm and
resistance. It excited designers who found in it their own
angle of vision, it excited that part of the public which
comes to the theatre without prejudices, open to adventure,
and who found themselves to be in “a completely different
world” which enchanted them. On the other hand, it
offended those audience members shut into their a priori
ideas and animosities.

Night Moth was a striking, characteristic action work. It
began as a bleak detective play in which the laser crept
along the ground, searching for illuminated traces of the
body of the dancer, discovering that body in brief flashes -
contour, face, calf - and again losing it in the darkness.
Then the laser began to spin a denser and more
sophisticated spider’s web around the body of the dancer.
The body swung in sheaves of rays, levitated and later
defended itself against their grasp in vain attempts at
flight... In luminous assaults we saw the dancer caught in
her underwear; until she took revenge for all these
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injustices: wherever she looked, there were explosions of
luminous eruptions and the multi-dimensional space
shuddered in light and sound, whilst Petra Hauerova stood
in the middle like Stephen King’s Carrie.

Strict Beauty

It is no surprise that this cross-over of physical survival
and futurological quality of design aroused the enthusiasm
of young Prague designers and of the multimedia scene.
TuringMachine became a similar event, moving in the same
line as Night Moth, proceeding a step further.

Like Night Moth, TuringMachine takes place somewhere
in a laser Utopia. This time however this dimension is not
only dark and dreadful, but it is marked by an enchanting
beauty. The travelling laser lines, circles and labyrinthine
drawings create surprisingly contrasting changing scenery.
This space has no other coordinates than geometrical, no
other connotations than the general universal aesthetic
order. The whole work is somehow aesthetically and
sensitively strict. It does not sooth, does not storm, does not
insist we agree with it, it does not challenge us to
empathise, does not allow us psychic projections. But it
does allow us physical projections.

On these cosmic crossroads, corridors and antechambers
the body acquires many more possibilities than in the
earlier production. Not least because the space is populated
not by one dancer, as in Night Moth, but by three. Petra
Hauerovd, Petra Brabcovd and Veronika Kacidnovad are
dressed, or rather shrouded, swathed - they look like
homunculi (costumes by TOW, Chatty, Michal Cimala).
Clearly, some molecule of memory apart from the body

TuringMachine / TOW / Petra Hauerovd, 2005

Choreography Petra Hauerovd / Set design Vladimir 518 and Jit{ Mdlek
Light design Jit{ Mdlek / Laser and projection Vladimir 518

and David Vrbik >Photo archives

Night Moth / TOW / Petra Hauerovd, 2004
Choreography Petra Hauerovd / Music David Vrbik
Set design Vladimir 518 / Costumes Petra Hauerovd
Light design Jit{ Mdlek >Photo archives




54/ czecn pance zonE 2005

survived in these beings, both like and unlike us, following
some sort of universal (or cybernetic-ontological) catastro-
phe. This forces these bodies into constant searching: both
in and around themselves, they search for something
hidden, forgotten, drifted over. Three beings cower in the
dusk, each above its own precisely laser-drawn concen-
trated circles. In this gloom they look like sand-strewn
naked excavations from Pompeii just awakened to new life,
leaning over three wells of energy or vast mirrors.

Real, astral, artificial
bodies...

The performance is also exceptional as a perfect merging
of the technological and the aesthetic concept. No wires nor
other brazenly naked technological elements protrude, as
often happens in multimedia performances. It is pure and
beautiful, marked by a stylistic unity. Even through the
technological intoxication, the age-old theatrical spatial
illusion triumphs in the end (set design by Vladimir Broz,
lighting by Jiti Malek). In short illuminated intervals the
dancers change into almost immaterial shadows, such as
are left on the walls of houses by nuclear explosions; the
optical deception of the laser also places astral doppel-
gangers alongside the dancers - one second, they were
there... one second... they were there and were not.

Music (David Vrbik) was also dissolved and amalga-
mated in the stylistic purity of the work, perceived as an
appropriate sound environment without being forced. Its
almost subliminal whirring like a prolonged intake of
breath, the whispering of wing cases, the hoarseness of gills
or whatever these three beings have as organs, as they
pursue their cybernetic shifts by space, their insect
exploration, their cosmic break dance.

One of the most interesting and, for the choreo-
grapher’s style, characteristic sequences is an étude with an
over-long, recumbent pale homunculus. It has female
breasts, long hair and long prosthetic legs. It seems that
Petra Hauerova has carried the motif of a hybrid being with
her for a long time. In her “pre-technological period” we
could watch solo performances where she was not the
choreographer, but an author-based dancer who
had invested into it much personal material. The
performance was relatively decadent, and on
this occasion the expressive element was the
dancer’s third leg - the wooden one. The dancer
on her third leg pioneered the martyr’s path of
her own fate. For the virtual being Petra
Hauerovd embodies in TuringMachine, every
movement is also an agony, or at the very least

a complicated puzzle. She crawls on her stomach in jerky
gusts which metamorphose into wave movements of the
chest and hair. The overlong legs in the shape of slender
pyramids protrude and call to the ceiling for help, and then
in a physically demanding and ingenious way loosen up as
when you solve a puzzle. The body is stretched to snapping
into arches, its raised chest-prow, legs-nonlegs and long
elemental hair, all of this creating from this shape
a mermaid of the third kind.

The virtue of the work is its naturalness, with which all
the other expressive elements organically merge. The
performance, which is not lacking in humour, ends with
a cosmic joke, a reference to human attempts at emitting
signals into the universe. The authors play a little here with
metal robotic sculpture, a little with the spluttering beauty
of fireworks.

I consider the production TuringMachine to be a miles-
tone. With it, contemporary Czech dance art steps onto the
world stage in full condition. Its concept is original, it shows
the capacity of a multimedia idea, and is highly professional
in all its components. TuringMachine is a perfectionist
production, but nevertheless as fragile and intense as taking
a risk at the circus - the sophisticated technology can
collapse in a sudden fall just like a tightrope walker under
the dome of the big top. And the body too must courageously
assert itself in technological survival. In the struggle of the
body with technology, of the body with the cosmos, a hidden
psychological dimension opens out and grimaces, which
perhaps technology itself does not seek - but nevertheless, in
a roundabout way, helps in the end to find.

The author of the essay is Senior Editor of the journal
Tanec¢ni zéna/Dance Zone

Sclavi / Emigrant Song. (Scenic composition drawing from
the expeditions of the theatre studio to villages in East
Slovakia, old Ruthenian songs, letters of emigrants and Karel
Capek’s novel Hordubal). Director Viliam Docolomansky, set
design Barbora Erniholdovd, music director Marjana
Sadowska. Theatre Studio Farm in the Cave,
premiere 3/3/200S5.

TuringMachine. Choreography Petra Hauerovd,
light design Jiti Mdlek, set design Vladimir 518
and Jiri Mdlek, laser and projection Vladimir 518
and David Vrbik. TOW / Petra Hauerovd,
premiere 8/12/2005.
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Theatre Awards 2005

®The Alfréd Radok Awards (Ceny Alfréda
Radoka)

The Alfréd Radok Awards, which are presented annually
by the Alfréd Radok Foundation on the basis of a theatre
critics’ poll organised by the The World and the Theatre
(Svét a divadlo) magazine, were awarded in 2005 to
productions, theatres and artists in the following
categories:

Production of the Year

Viliam Doc¢olomansky - Sclavi / Emigrant song (Sclavi /
Emigrantova pisert). Directed by: Viliam Doc¢olomansky,
Farm in the Cave Theatre Studio (Divadelni studio Farma
v jeskyni), premiere at the Svanda Theatre (Svandovo
divadlo), Prague

Best Male Actor
Jan Vondracek - Lelio, Carlo Goldoni: The Liar,
The Theatre on Dlouhd Street (Divadlo v Dlouhé), Prague

Best Female Actor
Jaroslava Pokornd - Hedwig, Henrik Ibsen: The Wild Duck,
The Theatre in Dlouhd Street (Divadlo v Dlouhé), Prague

Theatre of the Year
The Theatre in Dlouhd Street (Divadlo v Dlouhé), Prague

Best Production of a Czech Play
David Drébek: Aquabelles (Akvabely), Klicpera Theatre
(Klicperovo divadlo), Hradec Kralové

Stage Design
Martin Chocholousek, Aquabelles (Akvabely), Klicpera
Theatre (Klicperovo divadlo), Hradec Kralové

Music
Vladimir Franz, Pedro Calderén de la Barca: Devotion to
the Cross, Brno City Theatre (Méstské divadlo Brno)

Talent Award
Gabriela Vermelho, singer and actress

Competition for Best Czech and Slovak Original Play
1. Viliam Klimdc¢ek: Who’s Afraid of the Beatles
(Kto sa boji Beatles)
2. Jaroslav Rudi$ and Petr Pycha: Summer in Lapland
(Léto v Laponsku)
3. Alice Nellis: Floods (Zdplavy)
Tomds Syrovétka: The Shield (Stit)

v Viliam Doéolomansky

AJan Vondracek

v Jaroslava Pokorna
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®Thalia Awards (Ceny Thadlie)

The Thalia Awards, which are also presented for
performance arts on an annual basis by the Actors’
Association, were won by the following artists for their
work in 2005:

Drama

Best Female Performance:

Katefina Holdnova - Rebekka West, Henrik Ibsen:
Rosmersholm, National Theatre in Brno (N4rodni divadlo
Brno)

Best Male Performance:

Ivan Reza¢ - Arnulf, Moliére: The School for Wives,
Svanda Theatre (Svandovo divadlo), Prague

Opera

Best Female Performance:

Eva Urbanova - Kostelnicka, Leo$ Janadcek: Jeniifa (Jeji
pastorkyria), National Theatre (Narodni divadlo), Prague
Best Male Performance:

Jurij Gorbunov - Kutuzov, Sergei Prokofiev: War and
Peace, National Theatre in Brno

(Ndrodni divadlo Brno)

ALubomir Lipsky

Operetta and Musicals

Best Female Performance:

Tereza Bebarovd - Fanny Brice, Julie Styne, Isobel Lennart,
Bob Merrill: Funny Girl, The Fidlovacka Theatre (Divadlo
Na Fidlovacce), Prague

Best Male Performance:

Tomads Sulaj - Jerry Lukowski, Terence McNally, David
Yazbek: The Full Monty, The Slovacko Theatre (Slovacké
divadlo), Uherské Hradisté

Ballet, Pantomime
Best Female Performance: APavel Smok AEvellyn Pacoldkova
Tereza Podafilova - Tatiana, Sergei Prokofiev: Eugene
Onegin, National Theatre (Ndrodni divadlo), Prague
Best Male Performance:

Jiti{ Kodym - Eugene Onegin, Sergei Prokofiev: Eugene
Onegin, National Theatre (Ndrodni divadlo), Prague

Lifetime Achievement Awards
Lubomir Lipsky (drama)
Jaroslav Horacek (opera)

Jifi Nermut (ballet)

Special Award
Pavel Smok (choreographer)

Award for Artists up to 33 years of Age
Evellyn Pacoldkovd (Moravian Theatre Olomouc, Moravské
divadlo Olomouc)

ATereza Podarilova a Jifi Kodym
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New Books from the Theatre Institute

®Eva Stehlikovd: Theatre in the Time

of Nero and Seneca
(Divadlo za ¢asii Nerona a Seneky)

New work by our leading theatrical scholar and classical
philologist, which is based on the latest research and
inspired by the changes in theatre at the turn of the 20th
and 21st centuries. It examines an extensive transformation
in the theatre of ancient Rome: a divergence from drama to
every kind of spectacle, beginning as early as the first
century BC and continuing during the reign of the Julio-
Claudian dynasty. The publication endeavours to
comprehend this development, which foreshadowed almost
every genre and staging possibility in European theatre.

Theatre was clearly differentiated - public theatre was
intended for the wider masses; private theatre was for
patricians and intellectuals (and of course the nouveau
riche). The widest theatre audience was probably not
enjoyed by the theatre, but by circuses, gladiatorial combat
and naumachia. Theatre could perhaps only compete with
these events through pantomime performances, in which
the role of speech and language was kept to a minimum.

Roman theatre never had a political function like the
Greek theatre of the Periclean era. Despite this, it never lost
its social purpose. It was the place where masses of people
could assemble and express their sympathies and
antipathies. Actors could support their favourites or,
conversely, they could ridicule hated rulers. This was also
why the ruling class was afraid of the construction of
a permanent theatre and why the emperors intervened
harshly against offending actors. As part of the games,
theatre remained a strategically important item of political
propaganda. Interaction between the organiser of the

games and the Roman people was a significant ingredient
in the affirmation of Roman identity.

The author outlines the theatrical culture as well as the
omnipresent theatricality of imperial Rome in a clear,
reader-friendly manner. Her book stands alone as
a comprehensive study of this epoch in theatre history, not
just in the Czech Republic, but also within a wider context.

The publication comes with a chronological table,
several excerpts from Seneca’s tragedies, an index, an
English abstract and a small pictorial supplement.

Eva Stehlikovd: Theatre in the Time of Nero and Seneca (Divadlo
za casii Nerona a Seneky). World Theatre (Svétové divadlo)
edition. Edited by Jana Patockovd. Cover and graphic design by
Vdclav Sokol. Index compiled by Zdeiika Benesovd. Theatre
Institute (Divadelni iistav), Prague 2005, 200 pages.

ISBN 80-7008-185-6.

®Sergej Machonin:

The Chance of the Theatre
(Sance divadla)

A book of theatre criticism by Sergej Machonin, which
takes its name from one of his critiques The Chance of the
Theatre (Sance divadla). It is the fourth volume of the
Czech Theatre - Essays, Criticism and Analyses (Ceské
divadlo - Eseje, kritiky, analyzy) series, published by the
Theatre Institute (Divadelni tstav).

From the 1950s onwards, Sergej Machonin helped shape
Czech theatre, initially while in the service of the governing
nomenklatura and then, after 1968, on a platform of
dissident and illegal culture. This book comprises a three-
part anthology of the critic’s work, which varies in terms of
its genre, style and quality. The first part, which covers the
years 1958 - 1970, contains texts from Machonin’s most
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productive period, when his better work systematically and
insightfully observed the output of important figures such
as Alfréd Radok, Otomar Krejc¢a, Jan Grossman, and Vaclav
Havel as well as theatre groups such as the Theatre Beyond
the Gate (Divadlo za branou), the Theatre on the Balustrade
(Divadlo Na zébradli) and the Drama Club (Cinoherni
klub). The second section from the years 1982 - 1989
comprises essays published in samizdat periodicals, in
which Machonin discusses projects that appeared on
official stages as well as productions in so-called studio
theatres and events that occurred within the framework of
“parallel structures.” The third section from the years 1990
- 1995 consists of work comprising stylistically refined and
compositionally imaginative reflections on contemporary
Czech theatre.

The book contains an epilogue, an annotated Machonin
bibliography, notes and indices of texts and a bibliography.

Sergej Machonin: Theatre’s Chance (The Chance of the theatre).
Series: Czech Theatre - Essays, Criticism and Analyses, Volume 4.
The anthology was compiled by Terezie Pokornd and Barbara
Topolovd, who also arranged the editorial note and the
bibliography. Epilogue by Terezie Pokornd. Edited by Michael
Spirit. Theatre Institute (Divadelni iistav), Prague 2005, 533
pages. ISBN 80-7008-186-4

®Miscellanea theatralia. A volume for

Adolf Scherl on his 80th birthday
(Miscellanea theatralia. Sbornik Adolfu Scherlovi
k osmdesdtindm)

This book published in 2005 by the Theatre Institute
(Divadelni tstav) was prepared for the anniversary of the
birth of the distinguished theatre historian PhDr. Adolf
Scherl, CSc. (born 18 August 1925). More than 40 authors
contributed to the publication. Besides Czech and foreign
theatre historians and theoreticians, there were also
contributions from literature scholars, musicologists,
historians and ethnologists. (German articles are published
in their original language; English articles have been
translated into Czech.) The volume does not concentrate on
a specific theme or even on a particular historical period.
Besides several theoretical studies on theatre, the book also
deals with selected phenomena from ancient and recent
history, which not only comprises the history of Czech
theatre but European theatre as well. These studies start in
the Middle Ages and end in the 20th century. Attention is
paid to theatre, opera, ballet, marionette, drama and stage
work. This includes direction, stage design and stage music
as well as the critical response to them. Last but not least, it
also deals with German-language theatre in Bohemia and
Bratislava. Apart from analytical and comparative articles,
which look at the themes under discussion from new angles
and contexts, a number of authors commendably map
terrain that has rarely been explored or even examined at
all and they shed light on mysteries that have been
concealed up to now. Several studies probe the response to
European theatrical events in the Czech milieu and in
specific material they illuminate the status of Bohemia and
Prague in an energetic cultural transfer. There’s even an
insight into the turbulent destiny of a Czech artist abroad
(Josef Myslivetek) as well as the lifestyle of a Prague
musical family in the first half of the 18th century. The
publication also offers an opportunity to read Comenius’
foreword to his Schola ludus cycle of plays in Czech for the
first time ever. This was translated especially for this book.
This rich volume, which is well researched in terms of its
material, deepens and extends our existing knowledge. It is
also inspiring for experts in the field by virtue of its wide
range of methodological approaches.

Miscellanea theatralia. A volume for Adolf Scherl on his 80th
birthday (Miscellanea theatralia. Sbornik Adolfu Scherlovi
k osmdesdtindm). Compiled and edited by Eva Sormovd and
Michaela Kuklovd. Published by the Theatre Institute (Divadelni
tistav), Prague 2005, 517 pages. ISBN 80-7008-180-5
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®Patronage, Spectacle, and the Stage

The collection of papers contains thought-provoking
essays written by sixteen theatre researchers delivered at
the International Conference on Scenography, ,Patronage,
Spectacle, and the Stage“, during the Prague Quadrennial
2003. The contributions probe into the relationship
between scenography and the existing conditions of the
theatre; various forms of supporting and financing theatre
activities and events and their influence on the formation of
the theatre’s aesthetics, ideological and operational aspects
of scenographic creation. The collection was edited by Irene
Eynat-Confino and Eva Sormova. Published in English.

Published by Theatre Institute (Divadelni iistav), Praha 2006, 184
pages. ISBN 80-7008-190-2

®The timeless tales of Jaromir Ptdcek.
(A volume of radio plays.)
(Nepromlcené pripady Jaromira Ptdcka)

A volume of texts by the dramatist Jaromir Pta¢ek, who
made a vital contribution to the creation of modern Czech
radio drama. Fourteen titles have been chosen for the volume
- A Public Questionnaire (Nesoukromy dotaznik), Look at the
Black Sky (Divej se k cernému nebi), Before the Threshold of
Silnece (Pred prahem ticha), Snail on a Trapeze (Snek na
visuté hrazdé), Laid in the Grave (Kladeni do hrobu), Tears
for Mr Jeremids (Pld¢ pro pana Jeremidse), And Who Would
Want to Leave the Babylonian City... (A kdo by chtél opustit
mésto babylénské...), My Brother Job (Miij bratr Job),
A Probable Report on the End of the World (Pravdépodobnd
zprdva o konci zemé), Musicians of the Night (Muzikanti
noci), The Number One Topic (Téma ¢islo jedna), What Has
Happened Cannot Unhappen (Co se stalo, nemiiZe se odestdt),
Untitled (Bez ndzvu) and Non-dreams (Nesny).

The volume is edited by Vilém Faltynek who has also written the
epilogue. Other accompanying texts have been written by the
German Czech-scholar Heinrich Kunstmann, Milan Uhde and Véra
Ptdckovd. Published in cooperation with the Vétrné mlyny
publishing house. ISBN 80-7008-184-8 Theatre Institute (Divadelni
iistav) and Vétrné mlyny, 2005, 353 pages. ISBN 80-86907-05-8

Czech Theatres in Numbers

In 2005 a total of 200 theatres and permanent groups of
artists regularly and consistently participated in theatre life in
the Czech Republic.

There are 51 repertoire theatres, each with its own
company/ies of various genres (14 of them have more than one
company, the usual model being based on three companies:
opera, drama and ballet). These theatres receive regular grants
from local and regional budgets (44 theatres) and from the
national budget (3 theatres and 4 theatre schools). There are

other 39 permanent stages without their own company
financed from public funds (local budgets).

More than 2,5 milliard Czech crowns was provided from
public funds for the support of theatrical activity.

All the Czech theatres presented a total of 1 550 titles and 2
266 productions. 672 premieres were presented. A total of 24
563 performances took place in the Czech Republic which were
seen by more than 5 million theatre-goers (average attendance
80 %). The Czech companies gave 1 128 performances abroad.
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®Milan Uhde: Miracle in the Dark House

(Zdzrak v ¢erném domé)

4 men, 4 women

The “Dark House” was built as a grandiose family
residence by a young and successful lawyer, with the help
of her parents. Her intention was to put pressure on her
colleague, Dr. Pompe, who had avoided marriage for some
years. His hesitation had been caused by a family tendency
to mental instability. Eventually they do marry, and stay
married. However, the house - a sinful attempt to buy love
- leaves its mark on the whole family. Dr.
Pompe’s attachment to the house led him, before the
outbreak of World War II, to refuse to take his Jewish wife
and her parents abroad. Later, he similarly refused to sell
the house to pay for his wife’s brother’s flight across the
frontier, thus sealing the fate of his brother-in-law. Still
clinging to the house, Dr. Pompe talked his wife into
denying her Jewish origins and, in a paternity case, present
counterfeit evidence that she was not her parents’ daughter
and did not have Jewish blood. His wife still suffers guilt
over this. Fear of losing the house meant that thirty years
later Dr. Pompe disinherited his son Du$an after he (Dusan)
had fallen foul of the Communist authorities. Even today
this morbid fear of losing the house is the reason why Dr.
Pompe tries to prevent his daughter Sirka from being taken
into a psychiatric clinic. Sidrka and her husband have
a daughter, and Dr. Pompe knows that if Sdrka’s husband
divorces her, no court would give a mentally ill wife custody
of the child. In this way his granddaughter’s share of the
house would pass to an “alien” family.

That, at least, is how the lawyer Dusan Pompe, a fanatic
for truth, sees the family history. Dusan is the elder son of
the owners of the “dark house”. One Sunday in June 1992
he arrives with his wife Vitka for a family gathering. His
mother promises that it will lead to a reconciliation and the
restoration of DuSan’s rights of inheritance. However, his
father theatrically avoids the meeting. Dus$an’s wife Vitka is
the good angel of the play, the creator of the miracles which
take place that day in the “dark house”. Unlike her husband
she respects her parents-in-law and their suffering. She
saves Sarka from an attempted suicide attempt. She
manages things so that under the new inheritance
arrangements the entire house will pass to her sick sister-
in-law and be a source of betterment for her; and she
indirectly contributes towards her father-in-law.

Milan Uhde begins by presenting us with a truly
grotesque portrait of one quarrelsome family, full of stored-
up illusions and grievances, and then leads us step by step
into the tragic historical roots of their problems.

The play is to be premiered at the Theatre on the
Balustrades in Prague in 2007.

The text is available from the Aura-pont agency.

®Petr Zelenka: Theremin

(Teremin)

8 men, 3 women

The play is based on the real life of Leon Sergeievich
Theremin - an inventor, musician, and a spy. Theremin was
born in 1896, and during the First World War he worked for
the radio- technical battalion of the Red Army. In 1920 he
completed his important invention: a musical instrument
called the “thereminvox,” which to this day is the only non-
contact musical instrument in the world. In 1922 Theremin
presented the instrument to the enthusiastic Lenin, who
saw it as a magnificent opportunity to promote the “new
revolutionary music“. On Lenin’s orders Theremin
embarked on a concert tour around disease- and hunger-
ravaged, post-revolutionary Russia.The tour was followed
by a concert series abroad - in Germany, France, and
England. Those tours however, were organized by the
newly formed Soviet Secret Service GRU, for which
Theremin had begun to work as an agent. After conquering
Paris, the Royal Albert Hall, and Berlin, Theremin’s journey
continued, logically, to America.

He arrives in New York with his German friend and
business manager Hans Goldberg. His mission is clear: to
place Theremin’s inventions in the US industry and to
receive US patents while at the same time infiltrating the
nascent American air and electronic industries. It is
Theremin’s time in the United States that constitutes the
actual plot of the play. Recitals in Carnegie Hall, private
performances for millionaires’ parties, and even the first
stadium concerts, the biggest of which attracts more than
20 000 people!!! Instead of the originally planned two
months, Theremin would remain in America for ten years.

At its most basic level, Theremin is a story about the rise
and fall of the world’s first electronic music band, whose
members in addition to Theremin include his manager,
Hans Goldberg, the Russian émigré and an experimental
musical innovator, Joseph Shillinger, and an American
private investigator, one Samuel Hoffman. In addition to
their musicianship they work towards establishing the
thereminvox as a popular musical instrument for the wider
public, and they make plans for eventual mass production
of the instrument. The plans are bold, one may even say
insane, but these are the roaring twenties in America, and
everything seems possible. Theremin himself becomes
a darling of both men and women; and his theory about an
“instrument, which allows even those without talent to
become musical virtuosos” seems as intriguing to many
Americans as does his Bolshevik background.

R.C.A. finally mass produces the first series of five
hundred thereminvoxes, and Theremin’s dreams seem
about to become reality. But in 1928 the beginning of the
Great Depression puts an end to the bold designs. In
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addition to it the Russian secret service demands more
information about the American industry and the American
Immigration Service begins deportation procedures against
him, Theremin’s debts pile up, and his personal life is in
shambles. Finally, Theremin marries his music student
Lavinia Williams, who is twenty years his junior and an
African American. New York in the early 1930s considers
such mixed marriage an absolute taboo, and Theremin finds
himself literally on the very fringes of the society. Alone and
forgotten, Theremin receives news of his father’s death and
decides to return to Russia. The year is 1938, Stalin’s purges
are in full swing...

Beyond the dramatization of this journey, Theremin is
a portrait of a controversial and a peculiar human being. It
is a story of a man caught in the torrents of 20th century
history, unable to be free in his calling, his actions, and his
wants.

The play was premiered in Dejvice Theatre (Dejvické
divadlo) in Prague on 17 November 2005. It has already
been translated into American and British English, Russian
and Polish. German translation is being completed.

The text is available from the Aura-pont agency.

® Karel Frantisek Tomdnek:

Life is Beautiful (Zivot je krdsnej)

3 men, 5 women

The text is liable to be classified as a post-conversational
play in which the Wildean dialogue becomes the object of
interest. This play about the theme of relationships between
the sexes, the difference between them, and the common
human basis, is written for four women and three men - or
three women and four men, depending on how you interpret
the character of Jana, female at the beginning of the story
and male at the end. We follow several incidents
simultaneously right from the start: the teacher Alena and
her husband, the doctor Alan, the actress Véra and her
partner, the sculptor Frantisek, and the up-to-now
unattached Porsche, who - despite her desire for children -
is definitely not desirous of any relationship. Our heroes’
lives meet in a conjunction of circumstances and chance,
and their destinies begin to intertwine in a surprising way.
Sooner or later all of them find themselves in what is
generally known as the “mid-life crisis”, with all the side-
effects these crises bring: partings, doubts about the
meaning of life, about one’s own work, about whether one
should or should not have children, about drugs,
alcoholism, and so on. The first half of the performance
reaches a climax with a play about a play, when Véra, in the
course of her latest premiere, stops playing prescribed
characters and appoints herself and her acquaintances
instead.

Life is Beautiful takes place in the present, fifteen years
after the “velvet revolution”, partly in Prague and partly in
a large industrial city in the north of the Czech Republic. If
it were not for the character of the young person, it could all
work as a moderately successful sitcom. The exchanges,
written with detachment and humour, are effectively
pointed and for the most part create the atmosphere of
a slapstick. However, the young person brings an element of
uncertainty and mystery into the story. A meeting with him
essentially influences the life of the other characters, but his
story is deliberately left unfinished and so gives the
producers open space for their own invention. The overall
structure of the play works in the same way: as a series of
pictures which relate to each other in a loosely thematic way
and are chronologically linked, it does not prescribe any
firm framework for the producers.

Live is Beautiful offers many interesting acting opportu-
nities for the performers (whose roles are all roughly of the
same importance).The play was awarded an honorary
mention in the Alfred Radok Foundation literary
competition in 2004.

The text is available from the Aura-pont agency.

®Viliam Klimadcek:
Who’s Afraid of the Beatles
(Kto sa boji Beatles)

5 men, 4 women

A wife who won’t turn off the vacuum cleaner. A friend
who says the world is getting smaller in front of his eyes.
A tenant who uses extra-sensory powers to turn on the
electric appliances from afar. This is Emil’s world. Just as
his life intertwines with those of others, so it happens that
when he thinks about someone, that person walks into his
apartment. Though Emil has a certificate excusing him from
military service, he works in the Institute of Military
History and gets along best with his parrot Felix. Felix
knows history and speaks Latin, could easily pass high
school finishing examinations, but also likes to sing the
Beatles. Thanks to his remarkable skills Emil becomes the
popular host of the TV program Cooking with History, but
he himself doesn‘t even live to see it get filmed. Who ends
up going crazy? Who is afraid of the Beatles and why?

The tragicomedy in the play is fashioned out of brisk,
funny dialogue and a tragic mid-life crisis theme, an
inability and reluctance to adapt to today’s latest trends. The
reference to Edward Albee’s play Who’s Afraid of Virginia
Woolf appears in a motif of the loss of a child and alienation
within a relationship, a motif which remains hidden, yet
allows for “an uneasy feeling“ of just what is behind all that
is happening. With this play multiple Alfréd Radek award-
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winner Viliam Klimd¢ek won first place in this year’s
competition.
The text is available in Slovak in electronic form from DILIA.

®Alice Nellis: Floods (Zdplavy)

6 men, 5 women

The level of the VItava river’s rising fast,
Prague’s historical district is in danger and volunteers are
building sand barriers to stop the all-destroying hundred-
year flood. It’s not just pieces of destroyed city property
which float to the surface, but also the feelings and passions
hidden inside us. The recent tragic floods that ravaged parts
of the Czech Republic form the background for the intimate
story of Tereza and Petr. As the joy, play and life in their
relationship vanishes, Petr’s reaction is to have an affair.
Tereza, overcome with fear and feelings of emptiness, also
has to provide refuge to her sister Miriam and brother-in-
law Adam, evacuated because of the floods. Since childhood
the sisters‘ relationship has been tainted by highly
competitive fights for the their parents’ attention. The
spectre of their parents’ problematic marriage appears in
dream sequences from the past. Observing all of this is the
deaf character Tomds, also displaced by the floods; and
while he can’t hear, he has the ability to listen and sense
things others may not. Will Petr and Tereza manage to see
miracles together? Not even the rainbow produced by
a garden sprinkler? The playwright, an accomplished Czech
film director and screenwriter, won third prize with this
play in the Alfréd Radok 2005 competition.
The text is available in electronic form in DILIA.

O®Radmila Adamovd: The Ele Girls
(Holky Elky)

4 women

This play by young dramatist Radmila Adamova exposes
the influence of media manipulation on the thinking,

behaviour and feelings of women. While the first half is
very funny, in the second half Adamova raises our awarness
more brutally. It points to the repeating cycle of a society
too focussed on the commercial and consumerism, in which
problematic behaviour is passed on from generation to the
next.

In the first part three models, Ela 1, Ela 2 and Ela 3, wait
in the studio for the photo shoot to begin. They don’t know
that all three of them will get the job, so they turn on each
other, “destroying the competition“ both mentally and
physically, resorting to extreme measure without
hesitation. The dialogue, at times verging on the absurd, is
extraordinarily funny. Although they keep on trying to
“make an impression“ gradually the problems in life of two
of them are revealed. Ela 1 has health problems, Ela 2 is
about to have an abortion. After a long wait it is finally time
to shoot. They stand in one-piece outfits, their faces
can’t even be seen because they have hoods, they have to
hold each other’s hands, standing with their legs apart.
There is a letter on each of them. Together they spell the
word Ele.

The second part takes place on the same day later that
evening, in the tiny apartment of Ele 3. When nurse Agdta
turns up unexpectedly with her paralysed mother in
a wheelchair, Ele 3‘s “problem in life“ is revealed. Pushed
into ad campaigns as a child by her own mother,
manipulated, conditioned to do everything to be liked by
others and to not “stuff her face“, she uses the same models
of behaviour in adulthood. We see this in her relationship
with her agent as well as with her own mother. Her mother
is faced with the consequences of how she brought up her
daughter. Ela 3 needs to get a “prestigious campaign®, so
she mercilessly throws her dying mother out of the
apartment.

This play could work very well using double-casting,
providing even opportunities for four younger women
actors.

The text is available in electronic form from DILIA.
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Czech Puppet Theatre
Yesterday and Today

the long-awaited publication designed for
everyone with a deep interest in puppet theatre

Czech Puppet Theatre Today and Yesterday provides a concise
look at the history and development of Czech puppet theatre.
The publication, filled with B&W and full colour photographs,
contains some of the most important phenomena of Czech
puppet theatre, personalities and theatres, as well as additional
information about current Czech puppet companies that can be

For more information, contact:
Don Nixon
Theatre Institute Prague,

seen on stages at home and all around the world. The Celetn 17, 110 00 Prague 1
publication also contains information about puppet museums, Czech Repilblic ’
collections, schools and festivals located throughout the Czech www.theatre.cz

Republic. Available Autumn 2006. don.nixon@theatre.cz




