A trick of  perspective
Ever since his first play, Rosenkrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, Tom Stoppard has been using a stockpile of various theatrical illusions and tricks. They are often intellectual conjuring tricks leading or misleading the audiences of his plays in many countries around the globe. Stoppard skillfully juggles meanings and scientific theories, as if by magic he turns the past into the present and back in a second; he enjoys putting well-known (and less well-known) personalities into unexpected contexts. But in the Prague production his latest play, Rock’n’Roll, has played its own and slightly unexpected trick on him.
For most authors, unless they write their memoirs, it’s very rare to put themselves in autobiographical texts into the shoes of the protagonist. In the Royal Court production, the British audience (for whom Stoppard wrote his Rock’n’Roll) was watching primarily the development of the character of the Communist Max, a dogmatic Marxist professor from Cambridge. Or rather, they were following the absence of such a development, as contrasted with his wife’s illness and with what was happening to his favourite student Jan in Czechoslovakia during the twenty years of “normalization”. Jan, who in Rock’n’Roll is a sort of Tom Stoppard fictional self-projection (“what would have happened to me, had I returned to Czechoslovakia after the war”), serves as a catalyst, a kind of aqua regia that until almost the end of the play fails to elicit any meaningful reaction from Max. Stoppard plays to the expectations of a British audience and to its interest in an “exotic” country with an ancient Communist past, of which they “know nothing”, as a politician once famously said. The focus of the London production is on analysis of the British academia, living in an isolated, hermetically closed world ruled by abstract ideas. This is the world where reality only can enter in a classical T. S. Eliot cocktail of “birth, copulation and death”. Stoppard’s hypothetical self-portrait, on the other hand, is confronted with a reality over which he has little if any control during most of the play. Jan’s “Czech” storyline in the London production serves as a human counterpoint, as a measuring standard by which both the behaviour and the attitudes of a diehard British “abstract leftist” are measured; those of a man for whom general principles are more important than suffering and small survival strategies of those who are forced to face reality in everyday life.
Stoppard balances the character of his protagonist, Max, on the very dangerous borderline of parody and caricature. The fact that both himself and the two interpreters (Brian Cox in London and Alois Švehlík in the Prague production by Ivan Rajmont) managed to avoid the danger involved was a small theatrical miracle. But the Prague production of Rock’n’Roll inadvertently moved the perspective away from the English reality onto the Czech one, and by doing so it threw the play off balance.

Czech playwriting after November 1989 has not yet found an author who would write a convincing play about the time of normalization and dissidence. That’s probably why the National Theatre was so enthusiastic about the text by an author from Britain. But in its enthusiasm for the description of dissident life, theatrically so far not yet handled (and admirably researched), the National Theatre plays Rock’n’Roll as though the play was mainly about that life, and the audience perceives it as a drama of Czech dissidents and banned bands, and by doing so, unjustly accepts the English reality in the drama as an extra addition.
Autobiographic character of Jan becomes a protagonist hero, and his adversary and catalyst of the production is relatively inert Max. But because Max is a monolith, his influence on Jan in the play is much less than the other way round. The mechanisms of the political transmissions through which the dissident Ferdinand or Underground rock music can influence Jan, and through Jan try to affect Max, are suddenly reversed. On the other hand, a character of the type of a Cambridge professor as presented by Stoppard has little if any chance of influencing Jan, and through him influencing Ferdinand (a transparent cryptonym for Václav Havel) in the reality of Czech normalization; not to mention the uncompromising Plastic People of the Universe band.
Some of the characters and storylines from the “British reality” of the play were also the victims of this dramaturgy shift: for instance the repeated scenes of interpretations of Greek poet Sappho spreading thinner and thinner as the play progresses lost almost any connection with the theme and problems of the play in the Czech interpretation.

The main victim of this dramaturgy, though, was rock’n’roll itself – one of the most important protagonists of the production in London. The music quotes, that in Prague served mostly as mere pragmatic sound background for the set changes, were in London an active and convincing primary, elemental force, and, in a way, a driving engine of Tom Stoppards play. The live appearance of the Plastic People of the Universe on the stage of Prague National Theatre was undoubtedly a strong event, but in the end it only framed the play and weakened the dramatic potential of the playback rock recordings during the play.

So, it can be said that Rock’n’Roll played a surprising and quite peculiar trick on Tom Stoppard in Prague.
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