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PRODUCTIONS OF CLASSICAL DRAMA ON THE CZECH STAGE
1.

The attention paid to modem productions of ancizama, which has brought a number of
important publication$,reflects the fact that the relationship to thensatic text has been
changing in some respects in the past twenty yddues text is considered more often in the
context of theatre than in the context of literatuais being only one of the components of
the theatre production. A modern production thecobges an equally legitimate expression
of the life of the Classical drama as its publistiehslation. Unlike the translations, the
productions were not included in bibliographfesy an urgent need has arisen to collect and
publish, first of all, the relevant data. Symposaiad conferences all over the world are
increasingly devoted to these problems. A veryrckign is also the foundation of the
Archive of Performances of Greek and Roman Dram@xford and a projed initiated by
the University of Athens, - the Ancient Greek Dramgtwork. The Czech project
Productions of Classical Dramatists on the Czech stage (1889-2000) has become one of
its parts. It received a grant from the Grant Ageotthe Czech Republic and the Ministry
of Culture. The aim of the projed is to digitalitee entire available documentation
concerning the theatre productions, including mdy @onventional data (the place and date
of a production, the director), but also theatregpammes, reviews of the productions,
translations that were used but are not availableraore, photographs from productions,
stage designs and extracts from the video recosdififne presentation of the Czech
database in Athens and a comparison of it withEhglish and Greek projects showed its
advantages but also revealed certain problemsnoétaodological nature that will be treated
in detail in the following comments.

2.1

The historical development in our geopolitical & such that when speaking about Czech
theatre productions between 1889 and 2000 we aa&ksp simultaneously, about theatre
productions in various states (the Austrian-Huragafempire, the Czechoslovak Republic,
the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, Czechesiay the Czechoslovak Socialist
Republic, the Czech and Slovak Federative Repubiie, Czech Republic). This space is
multilingual. Up until 1918 German was the seconovmcial language; from 1918 to 1992
Slovak took its place. During the First Republicdatme Protectorate German remained
a living language of communication.

Theatre in this territory has been produced ind@hguages of the majority (Czech and Slovak
theatre) and in the languages of the minoritiesif{iy@erman, and also Poli$hThe present
limitation of our database to the theatre producethe Czech language arises from the fact
that the database was founded at the end of thesl®Ben the understanding of what was
meant by the term “Czech theatre” still stemmediftbe conception formulated in the period
of the National Revival. The roots of this concepttan already be seen in Prokop Sedivy's
renowned accounKratké pojednani o uzitku, které ustnd stojici a dobe spdadané
divadla zpsobiti mize (A Short Treatise on the Service That a Permanadt a Well-
organised Theatre Can Perform), published in 1703 a free translation of Schiller's
Manheim lectureDie Schaubithnals eine moralische Anstalt betrachtet of 1784.illecls
enlightened and democratic conception of a natidhehtre (i.e. a theatre for the whole
nation, not for the privileged taste) was howevetiberately twisted, in line with the



contemporary development of Czech society, to finaower conception of a national theatre
as a theatre in which a national language is usedn this tase the Czech language.

2.2

If we want to study the productions of the Cladsitama in the time-space mentioned above
we must necessarily take finto account, beside€itexh productions, those that appeared in
the German theatres, whether they originated herevere imported from Austria or
Germany. The German theatre already existed in tdmstory when the modem Czech
professional theatre was only being formed and are mresume tkat part of the culturally
aware public came finto contact with Classical dagomnoductions in the German language
earlier than in the Czech language, and that Cesdiire managers were able to leam from
their German colleagues before they began to pethe Classical drama on their own. The
production of an ancient drama requires not onlyaetable translation but also a suffciently
educated audience. Here in the Czech Republiddhtsis usually considered a specifically
Czech phenomenon. In reality fit accompanies prodog of Classical plays in other
countries too, as was shown by Wolfgang Schadewhkeh quoting a statement of Ludwig
Tieck's from 1851: “The general public must hrstgged to such great manifestations if they
are to be able to appreciate them& certain time lag in the Czech productions when
compared to the German ones is natural but sometfinés more than surprising. So for
instance Silesian Opava saw a German productiddntfone in 1884 (five years before its
Czech premiere in Prague's National theatta)f the hrst Czech production of the play in
this region only came in 1987Although the research so far does not show thaiamee
concerned with a great number of productions ohpitbductions of an exceptional quality,
we have to take finto account that in particulanquis some titles were perhaps played only
by German theatré’s.

2.3

The Slovak theatre as opposed to the German thefite time has not produced Classical
dramas in Czech territory proper. Czech audiengek hotice mainly of those productions
that were imported as guest performances or weradoast by the Czechoslovak television.
The Slovak staging style was always a subject tefr@st for Czech professional critics. This
was probably not due to any novel way of staging asapting the plays. For a certain time
the same mechanisms shaped the repertoire in tkeehClands and Slovakia and the
production of Classical plays had a substitutiomaty - they often compensated for titles tkat
were not allowed by the censors for ideologicaboes. Closer research will probably show
that even in the realm of Classical play produdjoBlovakia was far more independent.
Oedipus the King and Medea were among the favotities and two productions of these
could also be seen in Pradue.

In addition to these Slovak imports, which were ereconsidered to be a foreign
phenomenon in the Czech lands, we must necessadlyde the guest performances of
foreign companies. These have brought important tnemds finto the Czech environment.
Especially when watching foreign performances, tBeech critics became aware of
contemporary changes and the specific nationalackenistics of the staging style. The guest
performances of the Greek theatre company Piraikiogatron in the 1960s are the best
example’ Jaroslav Kral's article Piraikon Theatron in Peifueven brought a clear
formulation of ideas on how to stage a modem prodomf an ancient play - a refusal of
“antiquarian” reconstructions, an emphasis on ti@nation, a revision of the play, which
must naturally be based upon a real understanditigeawork, a respect for the uniqueness of



the author and his play. The guest theatre compais® enriched an altogether poor Czech
repertoire concentrated only on the most familiges In this way Czech audiences could
see relatively recently Sophocles' PhiloctEteand Aeschylus' The Persiaris.Guest
performances are very important for theatre produegears later they continue to mention
the performances they saw and compare them witharms:* Coincidentally, some Czech
directors also produced Classical plays abroadmat Kre&a directed Aeschylus' Suppliant
Women (never produced or translated in the Czewtislain Teatro Greco in Syracuse (in
1982) and Sophocles' Antigone in Paris (in 1992);Grosstnan directed Oedipus the King in
Zurich (in 1975). Czech audiences could not sesetlproductions, nor could they even be
informed about them at that time. In both cases #éxiport was a means of escape for the
directors, who esere considered undesirable at heordecould not address Czech audience
with their work.

2.4

A distinctive chapter is made up of the productiamismodern adaptations of Classical
tragedies, which often replace the ancient clas€lesthe occasion of the premiere of Uhde's
play The Whore from the City of Thebes in 1967 iiccsighed: “It is the fourth Antigone on
the Prague stage since 1945 - and not ope of thesnby Sophocles™® And indeed - the
theme of Antigone is known to Czech audiences nbt fsom Sophocles but also from this
Czech play, from a Slovak play, Antigone and thae®d written by Peter Karvas, and from
productions of Anouilh's Antigone, Brecht's AntigorHubalek's play The Spa Season and
Glowacki's Antigone in New York while the theme of Euripides' Medea found a strong
echo in Anouilh's and Jeffers' versidhg hese plays (and many others, e.g. O' Neill'sgyil
Mourning Becomes Electra or Stravinsky's Oedipux Re the Czech opera Antigone,
composed by ISa Kré&) participate in the creation of the context inievhthe audience
perceives antiquity. So far Czech scholarship hesnbindifferent to this phenomenth,
though producers present clear evidence of a kmigelef the connections - the ancient plays
are contaminated by modem ones (for the producifo®edipus the King a prologue was
created from Cocteau's OedigdsSophocle's Antigone was played together with Heibal
work,?° Oedipus the King with Brecht's AntigofiteThe most recept production of Medea
combined a translation of Euripides' play withansiation of Anouilh's Mede4}.

3.

The exclusive concentration of the Czech databaseroductions played in the Czech

language has proved to be limiting. If we want #@armaine the phenomenon of Classical
drama production in all its complexity, no doubt widl have to include in our consideration

a number of other productions we have treatederptieceding paragraphs. Only in this way
can it contribute to an understanding of the marefqund context for the reception of

antiquity in this country. A certain inspirationudd be provided by the publication of a team
of Portuguese scholars led by Maria de Fatima Seusilva Representacfes de Teatro
Classico no Portugal Contemporaneo (Faculdade ded.ela Universidade de Coimbra,

1998), they included in their collection, coveripgpductions of Classical drama in the last
fifty years, really all tkat could concern anti



a relatively comprehensive bibliography is providéy Fiona Macintosh, Tragedin Performance,
Nineteenth- and Twentieth - Century Productioms: The Cambridge Companion to Greek Tragedy
(Cambridge University Press, 1997), 284-323. Theepe hectic interest was preceded by the much older
study of Wolfgang Schadcwaldt's, Antike Tragodief aler modernen Bihne, in: Sitzungsberichte der
Heidelberger Akademie der Wissenschaften 1955-8;680D (for the English translation see R. D. Daag,
Sophocles, The Classical Heritag¢ew York and London 1996, 283-308).

2 The bibliography of Czechoslovak Studies on AnitigBibliografie feckych a latinskych studii Ces-
koslovensku/Bibliographia studiorum Graecorum etin@um in Bohemoslovenia) only records information
about texts published in the modem media since 1981

®Since 1951 the theatre @fesky ®&Sin has had, besides its Czech company, a Polish on

“Wolfgang Schadewaldéncient Tragedy on the Modern Stage R. D. Dawe, ed., The Classical Heritage.
New York and London 1996, 289.

®> See Milo§ ZbavitelKalendarium djin divadla v Opav [An Almanac of Opava Theatre HisthrfDpava,
Matice slezska 1995.

s The premiere in the Silesian Theatre in Opavk ptace on 17 May 1987. The play was directed yxAhder
Postler and Vaclav Réls translation was used.

"Between the hrst Czech production of Sophoclesipbedhe King, which took place in the National @tre in
Prague on 19 November 1889 (dir. J. Seifert), dedfamous Hilar production, with its premiere oigril
1932, Prague witnessed an experimental productjah Brejka in the Theatre Dada Na Slupi (the peeenbn

11 April 1928). The two later productions (7 Mayl#9 dir.: V. Novak; 25 January 1928, dir. and adtph:

V. Hordk) met with no special response from thdiagi But Oedipus the King was in the repertoiretiod
Prague German theatre from 1920-22.

8Medea was hrst put on Malasse (Minor stage) of the Slovak National Theatrel8rand 15 December 1985
and fit was directed by Lubomir Vajtia. Oedipus the King had was hrst staged in theaBI®ational Theatre
on 27 March 1965 and fit was directed by Jozef Bydk is indicative of the then Glose cooperatlmetween
the two communities that the stage design and swstuwere the work of a Czech designer ZyKolar.
Czechs played a crucial role in the hrst Slovakdpotions of Classical plays. The hrst modem Slovak
productions (Plautus' Pseudolus, 1925 and Sophddkstra, 1928) were played in Czech translatemmd there
were a number of Czechs among the theatre managers.

°Piraikon theatron gave a guest performance at thet@ha Theatre in Prague; on 11 April 1965 theyqgsut
Sophocles' Electra, on 12 April 1965 Euripides' BeedThe director in both cases was D. Rondirid) vigpasia
Papathanassiou starring in the title roles. Piratk@atron also visited Bratislava at the same.time

%jaroslav KrélPiraikon Theatron v Praze [Piraikon Theatron in Bree]. In: Divadlo, No. 2, 71-4.

“Among the most frequently produced plays in thedBizands are Sophocles' tragedies Ocdipus the King,
Antigone, and Electra, Aeschylus' Oresteia, andpiies' Medea. Iphigenia in Aulis only appearedl$82,
Orestes in 1991. Euripides' Trojan Women first @ppé on the Czech stage only in 1980, whereaseSartr
adaptation of this drama was produced alreadyarl®60s ( 1965, 1968). A number of Greek trageulie®s not
been put on at all (Aeschylus' Persians and Sumplifomen, Sophoeles' Ajax, Oedipus at ColonusoPtetes
and Trachiniae, Euripides' Alcestis, Electra, Plman Women, Helen, Madness of Heracles, Suppliant
Women). Of the comedies of Aristophanes, the mogufar is Lysistrata (moreover staged in severaileno
adaptations); the comedies the Acharnians, Cloadd,\Wasps have never been produced. Of the comefies
Menander have been put on the Epitrepontes anddiyskOf the comedies of Plautus, only six are ligua
staged, in order of popularity - Pseudolus, theeBligloriosus, the Menaechmi, the Mosteliaria, trerddtor,
and Amphitruo. Throughout the whole period, onlg dmagedy of Seneca's has been produced (Phaedra).
2Cheek by Jowl played Philoctetes in the Nationatafte on 15 March 1989 (dir. D. Donnellan).

3Miinchener Kammerspiele played The Persians in thehady Thcatre on 27 September 1996 (dir. D. Rorn
1See Vladimir SramelQidipus vlada na libereckém jevisfiOedipus tyrannus on the stage in Liberebj:
Divadlo 1955, No. 11, 907-910. Sramek recalls Raiidtis production of Oedipus the King; Aloys Skolima
Sofokles se vraci na jeviS{Sophocles returns to the stage]. In: Divadlo 1986. 9. Skoumal recalls

a performance of the Moscow theatre in Prague.

Jindtich Cerny, Antiantigona v Narodnim divadjé\nti-Antigone on the stage of the National Thetra:
Literarni noviny 12 April 1967.

®peter KarvasAntigona a ti druzi [Antigone and the OtherdP62 (sevcn times). Milan UhdBgvka z rdsta
Théby [The Whore of the City of Thebes]: 1967 (twice). &t Brecht, Antigone: 1984.

Jean Anouilh, Antigone: 1946 (twice), 1964, 19697@, 1978, 1979 (twice), 1985, 1988, 1990, 1992.

Claus Hubalek, Lazmsska sezénfiThe Spa Seasor(plso under the titles: Hrdinové v Thébach ngEgros do
not live in Thebes], Hodina AntigofA Lesson of Antigong: 1962 (twice), 1963, 1964, 1991.

Janusz GlowackiAntigona v Novém YorkAntigone in New York: 1994 (twice). Robinson Jeffersledea
1962, 1972, 1973, 1977, 1980, 1983.



Jean AnouilhMedea 1962, 1972, 1973 (twice), 1974, 1978, 1980, 19883.

¥t is of interest that in the studYa3a antika [Our antiquity]- Hic sunt leonesvritten by LadislavCavojsky
for Javisko, the bulletin of the Slovak NationaleBire, on the occasion of the premiere of Medek985, the
Classical drama and their modern enditions ar¢hermontrary, quite naturally mentioned side bysid

1% Theatre Dada (Prague), dir. J. Frejka, 11 Apr2&.9

D statni divadlo [The State Theatre] (Brno), dir. i8lelajda, 25 May 1984.

“Divadlo Vittzného Unora [The Theatre of Victorious Februaryfa@ec Kralové), dir. Milan Péasek, 19
January 1963.

2 Theatre In flagranti (Brno), dir. J. M. Richte® Eebruary 1999.

% To be fair, we have to admit that actual produttiof Classical plays are in a minority here -ifstance, the
entry on Sophocles's Antigone includes Sophoclgin{@s), a collage of Sophocles-Brecht, Anouilhi(Bes),
Brecht (3 times) and 11 other adaptations of wilithmost frequent is Anténio Pedro's Antigone.Ha €zech
lands in the samo period we had 14 productionsoph8cles and 29 productions of other adaptatiorduding
opera.



