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Ten years after the transformation of our social system -
which for the Czech theatre meant a change from state control
(but also relatively generous funding) of the theatre network to
a free (but of course only partially free and unfortunately
somewhat accidentally and injudiciously funded) theatre
structure - theatre workers are still learning to live and work in
the new conditions. There have been only attempts to transform
the system of subsidies into a more flexible form and to
transform theatres subordinated to the binding prescriptions of
planning units in independent economic institutions. There is
here even an attempt to make the grant system of the Ministry
of Culture more transparent - the amount of money at its
disposal dramatically decreased in 2002. And wealthy sponsors
finance, with ever more difficulty, only demonstrably
commercial projects, almost exclusively musicals. The basic
running of the theatres and the way it is organised and funded
is still to a large measure a determining and limiting factor for
most theatre companies in the Czech Republic. It may influence
the choice of the repertoire, the stage design, composition of
acting companies, length of rehearsal time or investment into
desperately antiquated stage equipment. Naturally, outstanding
talents can make their way even under totalitarian management
and have equally survived in the jungle of commercial theatre
projects and, over time, diminished budgets for culture.
However, we do not have so many dynamic personalities in the
contemporary Czech theatre.

This fact emerged most evidently in the straight theatre
roughly two years ago, when the Board of the National Theatre
began an intensive search for a Head of Drama at the National
Theatre in Prague. All at once there was no one whom the
informed public (be it only behind the scenes) wanted to see in
this prestigious post. The only person who would have been
acceptable to everyone (in spite of the controversial nature of
his productions) and who in the second half of the 1990s had
proved himself by turning the small Divadlo Na zdbradli
(Theatre on the Balustrades) into the premier Czech stage was
Petr Lébl (b. 1965). At the end of 1999 Lébl took his own life.

Egon Tobids, Jan Nebesky, Martin Dohnal, JE SUiS
Divadlo Na zdbradli, Praha 2001 / Directed by Jan Nebesky

Set design and costumes Jana Prekovd >Photo Bohdan Holomitek
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It was not until after his death that it became clear how much
his visually meaningful and intellectually challenging
directorial style (for the last time in Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya)
had created the language and style of Czech theatre.

There are a few other directors, each of whom in their own
way has proved themselves able to stir the stagnant waters of
Czech theatre production, but none of them has combined to
that measure talent and consistency in the realisation of their
visions. Jan Antonin Pitinsky (b. 1955), dramatist and director,
like Lébl first worked in the amateur theatre movement at the
end of the 1980s. He established himself on the stage of the
National Theatre with Jaroslav Durych’s Wandering
(dramatisation of the voluminous novel published in English as
The Descend of the Idol), Alois and Vilém Mrstik’s Marysa and
Vladislav Vancéura’s Markéta Lazarovd, but at the same time
showed that the lyrical and poetic staging of prose, the daring
rhythmatised and somewhat abstractly stylised acting for which
he was famous, to some extent became, in the environment into
which they were merely implanted, mannerised. Two years ago
Jan Nebesky (b. 1953), a director of esoteric spiritual depths,
crowned a series of productions of Ibsen and Strindberg with
The Master Builder. He persuaded the actors into a permanent
dialogue between the character and their own selves, between
reality and stage fiction. His “Beckettian” triptych, Endgame,
Terezka, Marta (Mal d’or) and the production JE SUiS on motifs
of Bernanos’s novels form a concentrated theatrical dispute
about the basic matters of life, about love, faith and death.
Nebesky examines the borderline possibilities of theatre, which
sentences him to an existence on the fringe of the theatrical
spectrum. Vladimir Moravek (b. 1965) is primarily a director of
clear theatrical visions on classical motifs - his “naive”,
vigorously theatrical interpretations of Shakespeare (Hamlet,
Richard III) and Chekhov (Three Sisters, The Seagull) are
simplified, highly tragi-grotesque, provocatively sincere and
impossible to ignore. In the Klicpera Theatre in Hradec Kralové
he created one of the most multi-faceted acting companies in
Bohemia. Michal Docekal (b. 1965) was at one time, together
with Lébl, the youngest head of a theatre in Bohemia (the
Divadlo Komedie [Comedy Theatre]). He is informed about
contemporary trends in the theatre, an inventive director
tending more towards an attractive, originally conceived form
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than towards spiritual depths (Shakespeare’s Midsummer
Night’s Dream and Taming of the Shrew, Marlowe’s Dr Faustus).
He has been named the new Head of Drama of the National
Theatre as from September 2002. Jiti Pokorny (b. 1967),
dramatist and director, a daring and generous propagator of
contemporary dramatic work, provoking actors to clear
stylisation and raw authenticity, is the artistic chief of the
HaDivadlo (HaTheatre) in Brno.

To a certain measure these directors represent the basic
artistic tendencies of contemporary straight theatre in the
Czech Republic. Of course, possibly more than 90% of the
repertoire of Czech theatres is made up of day-to-day
productions of greater or lesser professional quality.

In some companies there is a clear tendency towards
a renaissance in the art of acting as a counterweight to heavy-
handed directorial concepts (Cinoherni klub [Drama club],
Spolek Kaspar [Kas$par Association], Dejvické divadlo [Dejvice
Theatre], Divadlo u stolu [Theatre at the Table]). Attempts at
finding a congruent scenic shape for contemporary dramatic
work appear all the more frequently, whether international
(Thomas Bernhard, Werner Schwab, Bernard-Marie Koltés,
Mark Ravenhill, Sarah Kane, Patrick Marber, Martin
McDonagh) or Czech (Lubo$ Baldk, Zdenék Jecelin, Jif{
Pokorny, Markéta Blahovd, Egon L. Tobids). The Cinoherni
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studio (Drama Studio) of Usti nad Labem, HaTheatre and
Divadlo Husa na provdzku (Goose on a String Theatre) in
particular have focused consistently on original drama. The
most highly-regarded new Czech play of recent years has been
the debut by the screen-writer and director Petr Zelenka, Tales
of Common Insanity, staged by the Dejvice Theatre. The
attempt by a number of theatres (especially the Dejvice
Theatre, the Klicpera Theatre in Hradec Krélové, the Divadlo v
Dlouhé [Theatre in Dlouhd Street] and the Komedie Theatre) to
confront a market and consumer oriented society by sticking to
an elementary human and professional ethic of consistent
theatrical work is sympathetic and worthy of note. It is a long-
term effort, unnoticed by the media, but it has brought results
in the form of productions whose strength is not only
a theatrical strength but also a strength of human community.

The straight theatre in the Czech Republic today has an
uncertain existence, but in many respects also insufficient self-
confidence. There has been no unexpected explosion in the
last three seasons of any bright new theatrical star. The Czech
dramatic theatre has not for the time being penetrated any of
the great European festivals. As far as its high points are
concerned however it does have enough vitality, audience
base, invention and particular qualities to take its place
alongside the culture of other European countries.
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This cycle of photographs by Viktor Kronbauer of the production of Shakespeare’s Richard III (directed by
Vladimir Mordvek) in the Globe Theatre in Prague won the Silver Medal at this years Triennial in Novi Sad.

through the Lens of
Viktor Kronbauer




005-008 RICHARD III 31.7.2002 14:18 Stréanka 6

6 / RICHARD III - INTRIGUES




005-008 RICHARD III 31.7.2002 14:19 Stréanka 7

RICHARD III - MURDERS Y4
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adok’s Study of Fear
Ivan Zdcek
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Alban Berg, Georg Biichner, Wozzeck / Ndrodni divadlo, Praha 2001 / Directed by David Radok / Conducted by Elgar Howarth
Set design Lars-Ake. Thessman / Costumes Ann-Mari Anttila >Photo Viktor Kronbauer

David Radok’s production of Alban Berg’s Wozzeck
brought him for the second time the Prize for the Best
Theatre Production of the Year named after his father,
the renowned Czech director Alfréd Radok.

Wozzeck is anguish transformed into music. Along with all
its daring and immensely pondered Constructivism, the driving
force of this opera is pure, naked, utterly unadorned fear.
Nameless, inexpressible fear such as we sense from the
paintings of Edvard Munch.

Alban Berg was the most lyrical of the three composers of
the Second Viennese school; as he said himself in 1921, his
imagination was more than generously saturated with personal
experience of the Great War (as yet numberless). He succeeded
in putting to music human misery in all its existential exigency
- all those eerie states full of anguish and confusion - with an
immeasurably suggestive power which stuns us even now.

Berg’s musical language - open-ended, essentially already
atonal, though still derived from Mahler’s late symphonies -
was in style and expression clearly the ideal medium not only
for its capacity to put Wozzeck’s terrified vision to music: “Der

Platz ist verflucht!”, but directly to experience it, its endeavour
to in-tone the psychological unease of that moment. In
Berg’s music the tonal centrum securitatis becomes lost in the
same way as the ground gradually disappears beneath the feet
of the desperate Wozzeck.

Whereas other opera composers might have used music to
throw light on the story more dramatically, thus giving it
sharper contours, in Wozzeck (even more so later in Lulu) Berg
throws light through the story, right to its marrow. His musical
irradiation pierces like X-rays and his Wozzeck, even though
a figure of flesh and blood, appears before us as a phantom,
a skeleton. Every slightest melodic and rhythmic pattern, every
molecule of musical fabric, every apparently meaningless
intonation has no other function in the musico-dramatic
structure than to analyse the most volatile tremors of the
human psyche, the most internal twists and turns of the soul. It
is the musical dramaturgy of Wozzeck which has to be admired
much more for its simple lack of precedent than for its
compositional and technical skill. For the first time in history
a composer used absolute form in setting to music a syncretic
work, a form often taken over from musical history long past.

David Radok’s production comes to Prague’s National

The Simpleton
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