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THE ROCK’N’ROLL PLAY AT THE NATIONAL THEATRE

By Saša Hrbotický

In a space of only one year, the Prague National Theatre produced a second play by a British dramatist of Czech origin, Tom Stoppard. Following the intellectually sparkling Arcadia dramaturgy chose Rock’n’Roll, a play that premiered last year at the Royal Court Theatre in London. The intertwined fates of a Cambridge professor named Max and a Czech dissident called Jan served the author as a springboard for an analysis of political developments in Europe between 1968 and 1990. But, in many regards, they go beyond this strictly delimited horizon both chronologically and thematically.

Characteristically for Stoppard, […] the playwright confronts the academic milieu of Cambridge intellectuals discussing excitedly the development and changes in Marxism or Sapphic poetry with the reality of life in Czechoslovakia after the Soviet military intervention of 1968. Both sharply separated worlds are linked by the wild stream of Rock’n’Roll overcoming the barriers and symbolizing absolute freedom.
Compared to London production, the Prague version (translated by Jitka Sloupová and directed by Ivan Rajmont leaves more room for music. Besides Pink Floyd and Rolling Stones songs, as prescribed by the author, the audience can see a live production by The Plastic People of the Universe, the home grown underground legend whose political court trial grew to become a source of inspiration for the Charter 77. The wailing guitars and booming percussion of the band in front of [Nineteen Century] curtain painted by Hynais represent a bizarre prologue to the production. The group reappears on stage at the very end of the production – its live playing overshadows the takes from the Rolling Stones concert at the sports stadium at Strahov in 1990.

The Czech setting is seen in the Rock’n’Roll exclusively through the eyes of dissidents and through the fight against (or collaboration with) the secret police, StB. This is done more in a way of illustration than that of analysis. […] Discussions between [a rock enthusiast] Jan and [his Prague friend] Ferdinand (played with shy humour by Jan Hartl) on the different shapes of political dissension cannot deny their literary, non-dramatic origins – for their starting point they take the reflections by Havel, Kundera or Vaculík from the time. The tone gets sometime descriptive and didactic, as in Jan’s debate on Gorbachev’s perestroika with a timorous British journalist Nigel (awkward Ondřej Pavelka) on the island of Kampa, close to the Lennon Wall.
It is often claimed that Rock’n’Roll is a play about Czech dissidents and different faces of the revolt against totalitarianism; nevertheless, its portrayal of the world of British intellectuals is more layered. The most weight is carried by the character of the Cambridge professor Max – not only because to the author’s consequently non-schematic vision but also thanks to the well-balanced interpretation by Alois Švehlík. […] Although Max does not want to deny his political views even after the Soviet tanks have rolled into Prague in 1968, he realizes with full degree of bitterness the total collapse of the Marxism during the period of Czechoslovak normalisation and foremost during the early nineties. But even this doesn’t stop him from sarcastic comments on the society and life of consumerism in Britain under Thatcher that he perceives as a “democracy for the obedient”.
Despite its sometimes uneven pace, Rajmont’s version of Rock’n’Roll is valuable: it brings the unresolved theme of our recent past to the Czech stage. So far, this theme was reflected in drama rarely, if at all. But the focus of the production lies elsewhere: in the confrontation of the forgotten ideals of the ‘sixties with the world today, in the question marks hanging over the future of consumerist society, and fist of all in a many-sided perspective on the wide split between Marxism as philosophical movement and the tragic attempts to apply it on the political reality of the Twentieth Century.
