It is nothing but Rock’n’Roll
By Radmila Hrdinová, Právo 

Ten minutes of standing ovations and shouts of Bravo! – these were the reactions to the Czech premiere of Rock’n’Roll that opened on Thursday at the main stage of the Prague National Theatre with its author, Tom Stoppard, in the audience.

[…]

Stoppard, who through Amnesty International and in his own plays in the 70s actively supported and defended human rights in Czechoslovakia, was inspired by the texts by Václav Havel, Ivan Jirous, Milan Kundera and other personalities. The title suggests the play would deal also (if not in the first place) with rock music, so beloved by Jan, representing free flow of thinking and expression. In the storyline we follow the persecution of the legendary Underground band The Plastic People of The Universe The same band played live at the beginning and at the end of the opening night – to see it in front of Hynais’ curtain and under the THE PEOPLE TO THEMSELVES inscription was a perfect punch line to Stoppard’s play that presents a similarly unbelievable utopia – Rolling Stones playing maybe one day at the Strahov sports stadium in Prague. […] The image of the Plastic People in front of the Hynais’ curtain might be impressive; nevertheless the vast space of the National Theatre didn’t help Stoppard’s play, the stage only pointed out its problems. It might be admirable to see an English author immersing himself in the problems of the “normalized” Czechoslovak society, with many references to its history and past as well as to the structure of opinions in the dissident movement. On the other hand though, the play is clogged by the very amount of discussions on stage, demanding maximal concentration from the audience and at least a minimal knowledge of the problems. This gets lost especially in the British context of the play.
Stoppard is a master of brilliant duels, of dialogs pointed by arguments and comments, whether they deal with a petition demanding release of the jailed dissidents, or analyzing Sappho’s poetry. The lovers of his polished style and language will find good stuff, too, in Rock’n’Roll (not least thanks to Jitka Sloupová’s precise translation) although this play doesn’t achieve the masterful level of the same author’s Arcadia. That is most visible on the level of personal relationships, spun and unravelled by the author with a certain carelessness and with a dose of superficial sentimentality. Ivan Rajmont’s directing is attempting to translate the content of the Tom Stoppard’s play as clearly as possible. Unfortunately, through playing out the situations and through unnecessary set changes the play reaches unendurable length of three and half hours. The Prague production (as compared to that in London) shifted the interpretation of some key characters in the play. It is most visible in the character of Professor Max Morrow: his stubborn keeping to the positions of British “parlour” Communism only manages to provoke laughter with an audience that grew in the real totalitarian Socialism; it also downgrades the value of a complicated man and a serious scientist presented tragicomically in Max’s character to a mere posturing of a foolish dreamer who keeps all his life a to a criminal error of judgement.

An experienced actor Alois Švehlík doesn’t (and possibly cannot) “rehabilitate” Max. His fierce scenes unfortunately only underline the feeling of Max’s comicality and blindness. Not even the relationship to his terminally ill wife Eleanor rings very true, and the climax scene where Max declares his love to her from the “soul” of a real Materialist philosopher doesn’t achieve it’s effect. David Prachař as Jan is admirable – the actor concentrates fully on text and goes for its meaning without unnecessary ornaments. He adds the bitterness of totalitarian experience and sober English humour to Stoppards lines. […] The female characters in this play show less dramatic skill and come out rather flat. That is true for the double role of Miluše Šplechtová’s Eleanor and Esme, and especially for Lenka played by Petra Špalková, who is almost no more than a draft, a blueprint for a real character.

The National Theatre production of Tom Stoppard’s play will definitely be the main event of this theatrical season. Alone the fact that a leading world playwright wrote a text we’ve been waiting for from the home-grown dramatists deserves appreciation. But his play would be much better served in a less pompous production, on a chamber-sized stage and shortened to an acceptable length.

The premiere had a thunderous reception; but this was a selected and converted audience. Rock’n’Roll is not a mere “academy for the dissidents”, and how the ordinary National audience will react to the play, remains to be seen. Maybe they will do what a woman sitting in front of me did during the opening concert – she was sending a desperate SMS to a friend from her mobile phone: Do Plastic People mean anything to you? What is it? 
 

