That’s the Rock’n’Roll we needed
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By Jan Šprinc 
Tom Stoppard’s Rock’n’Roll comes to the Czech stage at the moment when we finally find out who and how got involved with the StB.

They could not have wished for better timing at the National theatre. Collaboration with the secret police is one of the main themes in Stoppard’s play. He’s asking the question, how near us we should let the Devil come, whether to start talking to him at all; that is, what does it mean to live lies and to live them knowingly.

Rock’n’Roll is a success mainly on the social level – both for the National Theatre and for the Czech audiences. The most closely observed of the Czech theatres finally puts salt on the wounds that did not heal yet and that we love to pretend do not exist. The performance of Rock’n’Roll opens with a concert in front of Hynais’ painted curtain by the band The Plastic People of the Universe, rock music that permeates the whole production and gives rhythm to the events onstage. In the first half, though, it has a feeling of an encyclopaedia of the seventies: it’s a pity that the English-sung texts do not make it to become commentaries or counter-points of the storyline, as they were meant to in the English original.
The director Ivan Rajmont made an obvious choice: out of the author’s Czech and British theme of the world of politics and Sapphic poems he decided to concentrate on the Czech environment. The set by Jozef Ciller is no more than a collection of shabby furniture and shows well that Rock’n’Roll would be better suited for a smaller stage. The National Theatre actors who last year at the same spot drowned doing […] Arcadia and its sea of words, understood this time they should take a different approach. In the role of Jan, David Prachař shows that once an actor accepts a theme as personal, he/she can take the lines constructed by the author, take them as his own and offer them to the audience as his own story.

It was thanks to Prachař the play did not turn into a history lesson come alive, and it is he who lends light touch to the scenes with persecuted Ferdinand (Jan Hartl) and the British journalist Nigel (Ondřej Pavelka). It has to be said that at the opening night an important role went to the audience of eyewitnesses about whom the actors played and who looked at themselves with a hard to deny sentiment. And who gave (themselves) thunderous and long standing ovations. 

The grey Czechoslovakia is contrasted with the peaceful environment of the Cambridge house where Max (Alois Švehlík) lives with his wife Eleanor and his daughter Esme (both played by Miluše Šplechtová). Here we meet a “true” Stoppard writing – a polished text full of pique, arguments and one-upmanship. That’s the role Švehlík gets right. Miluše Šplechtová, whose two characters get confused from time to time, sometimes only psychologizes over her destiny.
The second half of the production concentrates on wounding up the storytelling (yes, nothing happens and everything is talk, talk, talk) – who was working with the StB, who was living in error, who loves whom, and especially that at the beginning it was only about a band playing the music after their own wishes.

The finale of Rock’n’Roll is impressive: while the heroes in free Prague go to a Rolling Stones concert […] a platform rises and the Plastics take over the show. The production ends with a rock concert, which might be appreciated by the audience after a three hours long charged production. The ending is cheating on interpretation of the new time, but, at the same time, it is a winning device. The audience sees, playing live, the same band that was subject of so much conversation during the play and that he now feels he knows well.
It’s true, both the text of Rock’n’Roll and its Prague production do simplify and schematize the history. For a playwright, the facts are but a means to speak with confidence about himself and about the world he lives in. Rock’n’Roll is neither politically engaged, or hiding behind allegory.

Some of the finer points might be lost at the National production: the way life in England has changed since the pot-happy sixties, the question of reason and conscience, all the things the elusive character of Syd Barrett might represent.
But, finally, a text is performed here that could become a first sentence in the social discussion in the Czech Republic. And that’s how Rock’n’Roll fulfils its role as a work of art.
