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Editorial

EDITORIAL

some possibly imperceptible but, it would seem, not

insubstantial changes. However, in 2005 a number of
remarkable productions and projects again attracted
attention to the theatres of the Moravian metropolis. This
twenty-second issue of the journal Czech Theatre opens with
an overview by Dora Vicenikovd about what the Brno
theatres have been up to. Josef Mlejnek devotes the whole of
one article to Calderén’s Devotion to the Cross, directed in the
Brno City Theatre by guest director Hana Bures$ovd, putting it
in the context not only of Brno, but contemporary Czech
theatre as a whole. In the article A Century Fascinated with
the Devil Marie Reslova deals with the extensive project One
Hundred Years of the Cobra in which Vladimir Mordvek and
the actors of the Theatre Goose on a String present
a dramatisation of four key novels by Dostoyevsky.

A clear interest among playwrights, dramaturgs, directors
and audiences in focussing on relevant and topical political

In recent years the Brno stage has been passing through

—p—

issues, possible to trace in recent vyears, reached
a culmination in the 2005/2006 theatre season. This
phenomenon, evidently related to the parliamentary elections
of June 2006 and to the horrendous scandals of Czech
politicians, is analysed by Jana Machalicka. Productions of
recent plays by Iva Pefinovd - which, thanks to their subtle
humour and their instructive (but personal) view of national
history and national character, have increasingly attracted the
attention of audience and theatre critics in recent years - are
examined by Jana Rezkovad in the article Playing with Fire.

Jan Kerbr’s article Exploring Male Vocations and Pastimes
is devoted to two new plays by Czech authors (David
Drébek’s Aquabelles and Petr Zelenka’s Theremin) and their
productions.

The journal traditionally closes with articles about the
theatre of music and movement: we have an overview of opera
productions by Radmila Hrdinovd, followed by Nina Van-
geli’s evocative description Czech Dance Zone 2005, where she
aims to identify the departure points of the two most
remarkable productions of movement and alternative theatre:
TuringMachine by Petra Hauerova’s group TOW and Sclavi by
the studio Farm in the Cave (the latter won Czech theatre’s most
prestigious award, the Alfréd Radok Prize of 2005).

Barbara Topolovd

F. M. Dostoyevsky - René von Ludowitz - Petr Oslzly, Stavrogin is a Devil / Divadlo Husa na provdzku, Brno 2004 / Directed by Vladimir Mordvek
Set design Jan Stépdnek / Costumes Sylva Zimula Handkovd >Photo Jef Kratochvil
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Brno Theatre

Dora Vicenikova

Milan Uhde — Milo§ Stédroti, Ballad for a Bandit / Divadio Husa na
provdzku, Brno 2005 / Directed by Vladimir Mordvek / Set design Martin
Chocholousek / Costumes Sylva Zimula Handkovd >Photo Viktor Kronbauer
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in 2005 was the reopening of the oldest theatre

building in Central Europe, the Reduta Theatre, on
Zelny trh. The auditorium, accommodating an audience of
250, now serves as a small-scale stage for the National
Theatre (Nérodni divadlo) in Brno, which has thus gained
a performance space for experimental and studio works. In
it, the Mahen Theatre company, under new management,
staged a French play by Jean-Claude Carriére The Terrace
(La Terrace) - that has already made its mark in the Czech
Republic and been appreciated by audiences - on this
occasion directed by Zbynék Srba, and also the more
revealing and more ambitious first stage performance of
Ludvik Kundera’s A Play about Jandcéek (Hra o Jandckovi).
This text, which examines the character of the famous Brno
composer from an unconventional angle, is fragmentary in
form and presents a succession of brief scenes and images
from Janacek’s life. The playwright Ludvik Kundera, whose
uncle and namesake, was a pupil of and secretary to the
composer, does not approach the great musician with
a priori respect: playfulness is what comes to the fore as the
basic principle in the text. The author thus refrains from
rendering the artist in all his multifacetedness and

O ne of the most significant theatrical events in Brno

—p—

<Ludvik Kundera, A Play about Janacek / Ndrodni divadlo v Brné -
Reduta, Brno 2005 / Directed by Radovan Lipus / Set design David Bazika
a Milan Cech / Costumes Sylva Zimula Handkovd >Photo Jana Hallova

complexity and in place of the grand, rich gesture, lays
emphasis on concrete situation and detail. He selects key
moments from the life of Leo$ Janacek (1854-1928), such as
the death of his daughter Olga, the negative attitude of the
director of the Prague Opera Kovafovic and the
composer’s extra-marital relations with women, as well as
“less essential” matters, neglected by historiography. Thus
the serious is mixed with the light-hearted, the dark and
gloomy with the cheerful, pathos with comedy.

The director Radovan Lipus supported the author’s
composition by an emphasis on dramatic economy, sharp
scene changes, musical accents and swift changes of
costumes and roles. The result is amorphous and hard to
grasp, in which one situation replaces another, the
atmosphere abruptly changes and Janacek is not put on
a pedestal but forms the pretext for the play. The fragmented
form of the staging of A Play about Jandcek spotlights things
and immediately abandons them. Some motifs return like
a refrain, others grab one’s attention once only. Refrain,
accent, tempo, phrasing - these are approaches that
Kundera’s montage and Lipus’ direction borrow from musical
composition. The director found a brilliant interpreter of the
role of the choleric and often unbearable genius in Brno
National Theatre’s leading actor Zdenék Dvorak.

Dramatic works on the Mahen company’s main stage
oscillated between two very extreme poles. Classic,
spectator comedy was represented by the Georges Feydeau
farce How to Get Rid of Your Mistress (Un fil a la patte)
under the direction of Cubomir Vajdicka and Moliére’s The
School for Wives (L'école des femmes) directed by Ivan
Rajmont. The second of the above-mentioned comedies in
particular handles the familiar motif of the spoilt ward who,
together with her lover and her servant, dupes her elderly
guardian-suitor, tastefully and subtly. Martin Cerny’s
ascetic set and the excellent performances by Zdenék
Dvotdk as Arnolphe and Katefina Holanova as Agnes raised
the famous comic story about a fatal mistake to the level of
tragi-comedy.

With the staging of the Dea Loher play Adam Geist, which
won the award for best German-language drama of 1998,
the Mahen theatre company tried to open the golden
gateway of contemporary drama, a harsh and merciless
portrait of a generation. The young production team headed
by Jakub Macecek provided the “Passion journey” of Adam,
the outsider, with an accompaniment of video-art and
appearances by a numerous chorus. The aesthetically
low-key staging contrasted with the deeply-felt perfor-
mance of VAaclav Neuzil that gained in cogency and
tormenting urgency in that depersonalised setting.

One of the most individual Czech directors, Jan Antonin
Pitinsky, staged Ibsen’s drama Rosmersholm at the Mahen
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Ay Henrik Ibsen, Rosmersholm / Ndrodni divadlo v Brné, Brno 2005 / Directed by J. A. Pitinsky
Set design Tomds Rusin / Costumes Zuzana Stefunkovd >Photo Ludék Svitil
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Milan Uhde — Milo§ St&droi, Ballad for a Bandit / Divadlo Husa na provdzku, Brno 2005 / Directed by Viadimir Mordvek
Set design Martin Chocholousek / Costumes Sylva Zimula Handkovd >Photo Viktor Kronbauer

Theatre, almost eighty years after its last Czech production.
With Slovak guest actor Martin Huba he interpreted the
disturbing story of a man weighed down by his past in dark
red, oppressive shades. Tomd$ Rusin’s empty set segmented
by sharp cones of light, underlines simply the inhospitable-
ness and coldness of Rosmer’s home. The brilliant
performances by Martin Huba and Kateiina Holanov4, in the
role of Rebecca, earned them nominations for Thalia awards.

Director Martin Ci¢vak has been connected with the
National Theatre in Brno since the start of his artistic
career. Works he has directed in Brno can be divided into
popular comedies (A Midsummer Night’s Dream,
Goldoni’s Women’s Tittle-Tattle) and more demanding,
major pieces of contemporary drama or adaptations. Last
year the director tried to tie in with a project already
underway at the National Theatre in Prague, a stage setting
of Scheherazade’s stories. The resulting A Thousand and
One Nights (Scheherazade’s Garden) based on Schimmel-
pfennig’s intertwining of unconnected stories, using the
approaches of narrative theatre, is elaborately arranged yet
lacks impact. The endless flow of stifled words drowns in
monotony and almost gives an impression of vacuousness.

The second largest theatre in Brno, the Brno City Theatre
(Méstské divadlo Brno, capacity 700), focuses particularly
on musicals. It has had full houses not only for tried and
tested titles, which last year included If a Thousand
Clarinets, Jesus Christ Superstar and Oliver!, but also, from
time to time, for its attempts at presenting original works.
One such case last year was the Milan Uhde/Milos Stédron
partnership, which was responsible for the legendary
musical Ballad for a Bandit (Balada pro banditu, 1975).
This time the librettist took as his starting point
Zola’s naturalist novel Nana, the story of a Paris prostitute.
The authors stripped the story of sentiment and, following
the model of Schiller’s rational theatre, conveyed it in

a series of images testifying to the misery and filth of
so-called “high society”.

The Brno City Theatre’s dramatic productions included
a somewhat melancholy version of Hrubin’s Romance for
Cornet (Romance pro kiidlovku), directed by Ale§ Bergman,
Shakespeare’s Tempest, full of hollow pathos (directed by
Zdenék Cernin), and, particularly, a play from the Golden
Age of Spanish drama, Devotion to the Cross by Pedro
Calderén de la Barca. The staging of this production was
undertaken, as several times previously in this theatre, by
Prague director Hana Bure$ovd, who thus presented the
Czech premiere of an almost four-hundred-year-old
tragedy. A gripping drama, full of wild passion, bloodshed
and incest all but committed tackles the Christian theme of
the symbol of the cross, which is by now difficult to grasp,
however. So the text speaks to our age with unexpected
force. Hana Bure$ova did not shrink from the expression of
pure feeling and strove to attain the spiritual dimension of
a Baroque tragedy, which people these days have a tendency
to mask with ironic and relativizing comments. The
production thus acquired scope for a very powerful
catharsis. Petr Stépan and Helena Dvotdkovd play the
central couple, Eusebio and Julia. The set, which makes use
of the contrast of light and darkness at many levels of
meaning, was designed by Milan David.

After the National Theatre and the Brno City Theatre,
whose names evoke a certain scale and standing in the city,
we shift to the Theatre Goose on a String (Divadlo Husa na
provazku). In the 1970s and 1980s this theatre was a centre
for experimental activity and functioned as a place of free
association and space for artistic expression that was “less
closely” monitored. After 1989 it lost its clearly demarcated
position. With the recent appointment of one of the
theatre’s one time permanent directors Vladimir Moravek to
the post of Artistic Director, not only did the company of
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actors change significantly but the orientation of the
dramaturgy has firmed up considerably. A return to the old
not by imitation, but innovation - that could be
Moréavek’s slogan. He did not hesitate to reach for the family
silver and extracted the greatest jewels from the
theatre’s history - the celebrated musical Ballad for a Bandit
and The Brothers Karamazov. He presented the former with
a new musical arrangement and an altered set. He also
amended the text to create a version distinct from the
previous one. In The Brothers Karamazov he crowned his own
magnificent and distinctive four part drama, which attempts
to adapt F. M. Dostoyevsky’s greatest novels for the theatre.

Vladimir Mordvek is, without question, among our most
outstanding contemporary directors. He is an artist of the
“auteur” type - even if he mostly stages other people’s texts,
they are always interpreted in a new and unexpected - often
provocative - way. His productions are characterized by
expressive images, artistic gestures, music, bustle...The
loftiest expressions evoked by every theatrical means
possible alternate with interludes of silence and fragile
moments. In his approach he presents theatre as an event,
a festival, he elicits the sense of a unique and unrepeatable
encounter between actors and audience, whom Mordvek
shocks and attracts.

The HaDivadlo in Brno, another of the components of the
Centre for Experimental Theatre, has also acquired new
management - playwright and director Lubo$ Baldk, who is
known for his penchant for improvisation, creating rapidly
works that are just as rapidly forgotten. Baldk’s work, with
quotations, paraphrases, and collage-like compilations of
disparate texts gave rise to the heterogeneous form New
Year’s Eve 2574 and a further episode in the series Cult
Fiction, based on a compilation of texts of so-called cult
authors. In searching for a new image for the HaDivadlo
they decided once more to seek support from the past and
called upon artists who shaped this theatre in the 1980s. Jan
Antonin Pitinsky based his own script on the newspaper
interviews conducted by Renata Kalenskad for the Lidové
noviny daily newspaper with celebrities from the fields of
culture, politics and sport. Authentic passages from actual
published interviews are torn out of context and
highlighted, distorted even, through expressive dramatic
performance. Renata Kalenskd, Lidové noviny is definitely
not a documentary, nor even a “realist” drama, but - as in
the media - it tends to play with reality, which thereby
easily acquires the characteristics of absurdity and farce.
The mosaic-like staging serves to intensify the dislocated
reality, captured in the text, by all sorts of ideas supplied by
the director, the set-designers (Tomd$ Rusin and Zuzana
Stefunkovd) and the actors.

Plays by Arnos$t Goldflam appear regularly in the
HaDivadlo repertoire. But last year he returned to the
theatre, at whose birth he was once present, as director.
Under the title Russian Roulette (Ruskd ruleta) he presented
his own collage of texts by Bagritsky, Bulgakov, Kharms,

—p—
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Khlebnikov, Vertinsky, Zamyatin, Zoshchenko and others.
The melée of motifs creates a diverse two-hour programme,
which draws on the legacy of the musician Jit{ Bulis and the
former style of HaDivadlo in general.

The Centre for Experimental Theatre, which encompasses
both the Theatre Goose on a String and the HaDivadlo, also
has under its wing the Theatre at the Table (Divadlo U stolu),
which is the smallest Czech theatre of all. It performs in the
cellar space of the ancient Dim pdnt z Fanalu and its
manager and spiritual father is FrantiSek Derfler. He
operates mainly as director but also in the capacity of
occasional actor. The small-scale atmospheric space,
sensitively complemented by the set designs of the
professional artist Milivoj Husdk and the small troupe enable
FrantiSek Derfler to devote himself to demanding texts be
they in the form of stage readings or productions. Theatre,

[ o

AJean-Claude Carriére, The Terrace / Ndrodni divadlo v Brné - Reduta,
Brno 2005 / Directed by Zbynék Srba / Set design Jaroslav Milfajt
Costumes Katetina Hdjkovd >Photo Jana Hallova

v Christopher Marlowe, The Tragical History of Dr. Faustus
Divadlo U stolu, Brno 2005 / Directed by Frantisek Derfler / Set design
Milivoj Husdk >Photo Pavel Nesvadba
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conceived this way, is not an exuberant spectacle but a place
to tackle essential human issues and posing questions about
the meaning of human destiny. Derfler’s theatre does not
offer texts or theatrical methods designed to shock. It builds
on the psychological drama emerging from the text. Last year
the Theatre at the Table presented The Tragical History of Dr.
Faustus by Christopher Marlowe and Chekhov’s contem-
plation of an aging actor The Swan Song. Marlowe’s Faust as
conceived by Derfler proved to be dark and serious. The
comic performances of minor characters are played down
and the struggle between Faust and the Devil comes to the
fore, which in this version by the young actors Petr Stépan
and Viktor Skdla, gains in vividness and urgency. The
Chekhov play is built on the performance of Ladislav
Lakomy, whose bitter recollection as the aging actor has
a completely convincing ring to it.

The alternative Seven and a Half Theatre (Divadlo v 7
a pul), inspired by Brno theatre expert and educator Bofivoj

—p—

Srba, has adopted an unconventional approach to
dramaturgy, namely the production of non-dramatic texts of
various Kinds. There have been adaptations of film scripts
such as Thelma and Louise and Fellini’s Cabiria and above all
of key literary works. Thus Jack Kerouac’s The Subterraneans
and Marquez’s magico-realist novel One Hundred Years of
Solitude were given an expressive treatment. The Marquez
work especially, as conceived by the Slovak director Jozef
Krasula became a succinct but telling stage production.

Brno’s theatres in 2005 thus displayed a number of
similar traits. The new managements at the National
Theatre in Brno, the Goose on a String and HaDivadlo are
striving to develop and crystallise a new style, albeit one
that may overtly draw on the best things that emerged from
those companies in the past. For the moment it is more
a question of exploring the terrain and their own capacities.
However, it is a process accompanied by very interesting
and promising indications.
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ff Pedro Calderén, Deveotion to the Cross
Méstské divadlo Brno, 2005 / Directed by Hana BureSovd
desxgn Milan David / Costumes Hana Fischerovd >Photo Jef Kratochvil
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Director Hana Buresova, artistic director of the Theatre in Dlouha Street (Divadlo v Dlouhé), can
count 2005 as a successful year: not only did her theatre celebrate its 10th anniversary, it also won
the Theatre of the Year Award. To top it all off, she enjoyed successes of her own in creating two
extraordinarily dynamic performances which make crystal clear both of her dramaturgical and
directing talents: her sensitivity for the comic in the human condition on the one hand, and her
attention to the tragic side of the human lot on the other. With Goldoni’s The Liar, presented in her
“home base“ theatre, she convincingly extended her line of high-quality productions of the nineties,
then went on to mount Devotion to the Cross, by classic Spanish author Pedro Calderén (1600-1681)
at the Brno City Theatre (Méstské divadlo Brno).

A»Pedro Calderén, Devotion to the Cross / Méstské divadlo Brno, 2005 / Directed by Hana BureSovd
Set design Milan David / Costumes Hana Fischerovd >Photo Jef Kratochvil

us in many ways of the story of Oedipus Rex. The main

character, Eusebio of the Cross, lives under a different
“identity” without even knowing it, leading him to kill his
own brother - and how much would it take before he Kkills
his own father, as he doesn’t know who he is? How long
would it take before he commits incest with his own twin
sister? As in other works by Calderdn, “life is a dream” in
which we wander, searching blindly, and we don’t wake
from this dream until we die, which is for Christians the

In Calder6n’s drama the central characters’ fate remind

Resurrection. Albert Camus, when adapting Devotion to the
Cross in Paris half a century ago, was fascinated by the
provocative method used by Calderén three centuries before
Bernanos in stating and illustrating the powerful truth that
”mercy is all“, which is this Catholic author’s answer to our
complaint that life is not fair.

In this production Hana Bure$ovd managed yet again to
put both the comic and serious sides of her directing
abilities to work. She is one of the few in the Czech lands
who has an exact, delicate understanding of apparently out-

—



