Týden 
More Than Just Rock’n’Roll
By Jiří Peňás

Half a year after its opening at the Royal Court Theatre in London, Tom Stoppard’s play was presented for the first time to the Czech audience last Thursday. As we know from the reviews, the London premiere was an event with star appearance by, among the others, Mick Jagger, Pink Floyd’s David Gilmour and Václav Havel to whom Stoppard dedicated his play. Prague opening was mostly a tribute to the classics of the Czech Underground Music movement. The performance opened and closed with the live appearance of the Plastic People of the Universe, completely at home and at ease on the Prague National Theatre stage, watched by their schoolbook patriarch, Ivan M. Jirous. The finale had almost a feel of demonstration, standing ovations were designed as much to the production as to Tom Stoppard and Magor [Jirous’ nickname] who – as if there were not enough paradoxes at the occasion – was sitting next to the song-maker Jim Čert. The very same day, the media reported Čert’s apology for collaboration with the secret police StB that included, among other things, informing on Jirous. All of this seemed to be relevant to Stoppard’s play in which the theme of police informers also appears – how could this be otherwise since it is about Czechoslovakia in 1968 to 1990.

The Czech audience will be mostly interested in what Stoppard writes about “our reality”, ie what he finds important and relevant for a British person.
So what Czechoslovakia is Stoppard talking about? One any Czech dramatist (including the best known one) would find difficult to use in their own plays. First of all they would be hampered by a feeling one cannot write about Czech past, that it was much more layered and complicated, that our people did not live that way. Maybe he would be told in advance that dissidents – as no other Czechs than these or their antipodes would be living with us – are of no interest to anybody and that such subjects and themes are best left to historians and journalists.

Luckily, Tom Stoppard felt no such restraints. He found in the two decades that followed the August 1968 invasion something else than just our general passivity and Švejk-like behaviour and moaning as allowed by the law, he saw things that really interested and attracted a Western intellectual in him. That means intellectual defiance, its birth and various, sometimes ironic, connections. For instance, it’s links to rock music, to the right to wear long hair and to listen to music of one’s liking. Stoppard makes no secret of his feeling that being a dissident is exciting, and does not examine the question of overestimating the dissident movement, or contributing to mythologizing it. 
No doubt, personal motivation played its role. […] [Although born in Zlín, Tom Stoppard] started again to take interest in Czechoslovakia in ripe age, as a recognized artist who would take interest in it – or in any country in Eastern Europe – anyway: as an involved defender of intellectual freedom. But if there was to be a bit of individual stimulation, it would necessarily manifest itself in a speculation about what would happen should Tom return to Czechoslovakia after the WWII. His Rock’n’Roll is Tom Stoppard dreaming about what would become of him had he become Tomá​š Sträussler after the war again.
First, I watched the three and half hours long talk-based play with a suspicion it might prove to be primarily a literary exercise on the subject of Stoppard’s knowledge of Czech dissidents, or a declamatory exhibition supplemented by examples from a rock museum. Gradually though that depressive feeling disappeared, more and more I felt “just” amused and enchanted by author’s wit, by his sophisticated though not over-complicated storytelling bridges and mirrors, his alternating the serious with the comic, his British view that it is good to tell what you want aptly but not in a boring or flat way, and, best of all, with a hint of irony. The play has elements of comedy, but it is very serious, almost sad, though not tragic. There is a sadness over the reason’s folly, over the forces deforming the lives, over the flow of the lives disappearing without return. Sadness over a melody, heard once long time ago and returning, a melody maybe played by the Greek God Pan in the shade of an English garden. And maybe sadness over the ”Rock’n’Roll” that will never again mean as much as it did thirty years ago for the two Czech characters in the play, Jan and Ferdinand: the secret police knew then exactly how to affect them by confiscating and then destroying their collection of vinyls with Rolling Stones, Sid Barret, Dylan, Pink Floyd… […] I noticed a small incongruity: neither the Rolling Stones’ Some Girls LP or Pink Floyd’s Dark Side Of The Moon could have been confiscated by a StB interrogator in 1970 as they did not exist until much later. […] Similar to […] Arcadia, Rock’n’Roll is build along the lines of a play a la thèse. Each character carries an idea, which he/she brings into a conflict with another idea, i.e. the carrier of that idea. […] This ability, to analyze things through a dispute, is presented by the playwright with a special gusto in the “English” scenes of the play, where the Czech student, later a dissident, Jan meets a Cambridge Marxist Max, […] who stayed a Communist against all odds (even against his own better judgment) and who (thanks even to his own extraordinary intelligence) was wrong about everything. […] Stoppard created his character as a metaphor of a Western Marxist in a situation where thanks God he cannot harm his own society – and only harms himself and those closest to him. His beliefs concerning the iron laws of social progress and materialistic basis to all human existence collapses when confronted not only with the countries where the Communism really exists, but also in his human relationships. […] Is his wife Eleanor with a body eaten by terminal illness nothing more than a material substance with an interchangeable brain, producing thoughts and feelings solely as a product of some chemical reactions? Eleanor passionately refuses the idea her mind and her soul could be reduced to a principle of action and reaction, she’s passionately defending her claim to uniqueness. I think it is an important message of Stoppard’s play: that, paraphrasing Václav Havel’s words, cognizance precedes being, and even the most penetrating philosophy hasn’t the smallest value when confronted with the deadly anxiety that all the rights to believe in immortality and uniqueness of its own existence. And, since the soul blows in various directions, it can manifest itself in various ways. For instance, even as Rock’n’Roll.
