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The Freedom Gets Always Beaten
by Jana Machalická

[Three stars.]

The live concert of the Plastic People of the Universe at the National Theatre in Prague could be commented on with the line from Havel's Audience play: "What a paradox!" The production of Stoppard's play Rock’n’Roll is in a way a tribute to old rock musicians the fact that was reflected in a frenetic standing ovations at last Thursday's opening night.
Tom Stoppard is one of the authors who don't usually write simple  plays: he always links several tiers full of meaning, combining themes with surprises, questioning, making people think twice. His latest play, Rock’n’Roll, is no exception. (...) Nevertheless, it probably won't resonate in the Czech environment as well as abroad, due to sometimes poster-like use of the facts from Czech life. (...)

Rock music works in the play as a symbol of freedom, both personal andd political, and is a leitmotif of the play. The lives of both protagonists separated by the Iron Curtain keep running into each other and the audience get their surprise in the end of the play - although the classical conflict is missing and the drama is mostly of the internal variety. Stoppard also puts on stage several generations of Max's family and their friends. These relationships - between husband and wife, lovers or colleague - provide an extra layer of the play. They are a source of exaggeration and irony, although some of the characters from this layer are sketched quite lightly.

The character of the text is mostly epic and literary, and it demands a special treatment. The vast stage of Prague National Theatre did not help, in London the play was presented in a more intimate space. Ivan Rajmont directing is surprisingly static. Very often, it sets even the contrasting situations in monotonous way lacking on invention. Moreover, the scenes are separated by clumsy and distracting scene changes. The same-cut dialogues are going on for almost three hours, to make place to a geyser of colours in the finale. (...) Its peaking atmosphere is riveting, but it shows how untheatrical the previous actions were.

(...)

Stoppard's dialogues are well crafted, especially when the playwright develops his own themes and makes space for his own playfulness and irony. Or when he treats timeless themes such as the quarell between the soul and the body personified by loving arguments between dying Eleanor, a Greek poetry specialist, and her husband Max, an incorrigible Marxist. Stoppard is at his wittiest and most persuasive when he's commenting on the contemporary society, its development and its contexts. This he can write well and he did prove it many times before. But one cannot avoid the feeling that the peripeties of the Czech dissident movement as presented by the playwright are more of a bunch of small absurdities from a "Eastern" country suffering under the Soviet whip than a propre and living dramatic material. It will amuse the British and other nations of the Western Europe for whom the Velvet Revolution has a taste of piquant oddity. Although Stoppard does feel his Czech roots, he is in his heart an Englishman unable to penetrate certain levels and strata of society. It's not true that such a natural distance is beneficial for dramatic reflexion. The feeling of "tableaux vivants" from our recent history persists in Rock’n’Roll. It's also due to the director's handling these images in a strangely heavy approximate realism way. (...) Nevertheless, Stoppard's play offers a multi-layered testimony; it's encouraging thanks to its intelligence and belief in humanity. And to the prescience with which it is showing that victories are usually not black and white, and that every freedom gets beaten sooner or later.

