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PRODUCTIONS OF CLASSICAL DRAMA ON THE CZECH STAGE 

1. 

The attention paid to modem productions of ancient drama, which has brought a number of 
important publications,1 reflects the fact that the relationship to the dramatic text has been 
changing in some respects in the past twenty years. The text is considered more often in the 
context of theatre than in the context of literature, as being only one of the components of 
the theatre production. A modern production then becomes an equally legitimate expression 
of the life of the Classical drama as its published translation. Unlike the translations, the 
productions were not included in bibliographies,2 so an urgent need has arisen to collect and 
publish, first of all, the relevant data. Symposia and conferences all over the world are 
increasingly devoted to these problems. A very clear sign is also the foundation of the 
Archive of Performances of Greek and Roman Drama in Oxford and a projed initiated by 
the University of Athens, - the Ancient Greek Drama Network. 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 Agency of the Czech Republic and the Ministry 
of Culture. The aim of the projed is to digitalise the entire available documentation 
concerning the theatre productions, including not only conventional data (the place and date 
of a production, the director), but also theatre programmes, reviews of the productions, 
translations that were used but are not available any more, photographs from productions, 
stage designs and extracts from the video recordings. The presentation of the Czech 
database in Athens and a comparison of it with the English and Greek projects showed its 
advantages but also revealed certain problems of a methodological nature that will be treated 
in detail in the following comments. 

2.1 

The historical development in our geopolitical space is such that when speaking about Czech 
theatre productions between 1889 and 2000 we are speaking simultaneously„ about theatre 
productions in various states (the Austrian-Hungarian Empire, the Czechoslovak Republic, 
the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, Czechoslovakia, the Czechoslovak Socialist 
Republic, the Czech and Slovak Federative Republic, the Czech Republic). This space is 
multilingual. Up until 1918 German was the second provincial language; from 1918 to 1992 
Slovak took its place. During the First Republic and the Protectorate German remained 
a living language of communication. 
Theatre in this territory has been produced in the languages of the majority (Czech and Slovak 
theatre) and in the languages of the minorities (mainly German, and also Polish.3 The present 
limitation of our database to the theatre produced in the Czech language arises from the fact 
that the database was founded at the end of the 1960s when the understanding of what was 
meant by the term “Czech theatre” still stemmed from the conception formulated in the period 
of the National Revival. The roots of this conception can already be seen in Prokop Šedivý's 
renowned account Krátké pojednání o užitku, které ustavičně stojící a dobře spořádané 
divadla způsobiti může (A Short Treatise on the Service That a Permanent and a Well-
organised Theatre Can Perform), published in 1793. It is a free translation of Schiller's 
Manheim lecture Die Schaubiühne als eine moralische Anstalt betrachtet of 1784. Schiller's 
enlightened and democratic conception of a national theatre (i.e. a theatre for the whole 
nation, not for the privileged taste) was however deliberately twisted, in line with the 



contemporary development of Czech society, to fit a narrower conception of a national theatre 
as a theatre in which a national language is used, i.e. in this tase the Czech language. 

2.2 

If we want to study the productions of the Classical drama in the time-space mentioned above 
we must necessarily take finto account, besides the Czech productions, those that appeared in 
the German theatres, whether they originated here or were imported from Austria or 
Germany. The German theatre already existed in this territory when the modem Czech 
professional theatre was only being formed and we can presume tkat part of the culturally 
aware public came finto contact with Classical drama productions in the German language 
earlier than in the Czech language, and that Czech theatre managers were able to leam from 
their German colleagues before they began to produce the Classical drama on their own. The 
production of an ancient drama requires not only an actable translation but also a suffciently 
educated audience. Here in the Czech Republic this fact is usually considered a specifically 
Czech phenomenon. In reality fit accompanies productions of Classical plays in other 
countries too, as was shown by Wolfgang Schadewald when quoting a statement of Ludwig 
Tieck's from 1851: “The general public must hrst get used to such great manifestations if they 
are to be able to appreciate them.”4 A certain time lag in the Czech productions when 
compared to the German ones is natural but sometimes fit is more than surprising. So for 
instance Silesian Opava saw a German production of Antigone in 1884 (five years before its 
Czech premiere in Prague's National theatre),5 but the hrst Czech production of the play in 
this region only came in 1987.6 Although the research so far does not show that we are 
concerned with a great number of productions or with productions of an exceptional quality, 
we have to take finto account that in particular periods some titles were perhaps played only 
by German theatres.7 

2.3 

The Slovak theatre as opposed to the German theatre of its time has not produced Classical 
dramas in Czech territory proper. Czech audiences took notice mainly of those productions 
that were imported as guest performances or were broadcast by the Czechoslovak television. 
The Slovak staging style was always a subject of interest for Czech professional critics. This 
was probably not due to any novel way of staging and adapting the plays. For a certain time 
the same mechanisms shaped the repertoire in the Czech lands and Slovakia and the 
production of Classical plays had a substitutionary role - they often compensated for titles tkat 
were not allowed by the censors for ideological reasons. Closer research will probably show 
that even in the realm of Classical play productions, Slovakia was far more independent. 
Oedipus the King and Medea were among the favourite titles and two productions of these 
could also be seen in Prague.8 

In addition to these Slovak imports, which were never considered to be a foreign 
phenomenon in the Czech lands, we must necessarily include the guest performances of 
foreign companies. These have brought important new trends finto the Czech environment. 
Especially when watching foreign performances, the Czech critics became aware of 
contemporary changes and the specific national characteristics of the staging style. The guest 
performances of the Greek theatre company Piraikon Theatron in the 1960s are the best 
example.9 Jaroslav Král's article Piraikon Theatron in Prague10 even brought a clear 
formulation of ideas on how to stage a modem production of an ancient play - a refusal of 
“antiquarian” reconstructions, an emphasis on transliteration, a revision of the play, which 
must naturally be based upon a real understanding of the work, a respect for the uniqueness of 



the author and his play. The guest theatre companies also enriched an altogether poor Czech 
repertoire concentrated only on the most familiar titles11 In this way Czech audiences could 
see relatively recently Sophocles' Philoctetes12 and Aeschylus' The Persians.13 Guest 
performances are very important for theatre producers - years later they continue to mention 
the performances they saw and compare them with new ones.14 Coincidentally, some Czech 
directors also produced Classical plays abroad - Otomar Kreča directed Aeschylus' Suppliant 
Women (never produced or translated in the Czech lands) in Teatro Greco in Syracuse (in 
1982) and Sophocles' Antigone in Paris (in 1992); Jiří Grosstnan directed Oedipus the King in 
Zurich (in 1975). Czech audiences could not see these productions, nor could they even be 
informed about them at that time. In both cases this export was a means of escape for the 
directors, who esere considered undesirable at home and could not address Czech audience 
with their work. 

2.4 

A distinctive chapter is made up of the productions of modern adaptations of Classical 
tragedies, which often replace the ancient classics. On the occasion of the premiere of Uhde's 
play The Whore from the City of Thebes in 1967 a critic sighed: “It is the fourth Antigone on 
the Prague stage since 1945 - and not ope of them was by Sophocles.”15 And indeed - the 
theme of Antigone is known to Czech audiences not only from Sophocles but also from this 
Czech play, from a Slovak play, Antigone and the Others written by Peter Karvaš, and from 
productions of Anouilh's Antigone, Brecht's Antigone, Hubalek's play The Spa Season and 
Glowacki's Antigone in New York,16 while the theme of Euripides' Medea found a strong 
echo in Anouilh's and Jeffers' versions.17 These plays (and many others, e.g. O' Neill's trilogy 
Mourning Becomes Electra or Stravinsky's Oedipus Rex or the Czech opera Antigone, 
composed by Iša Krejčí) participate in the creation of the context in which the audience 
perceives antiquity. So far Czech scholarship has been indifferent to this phenomenon,18 

though producers present clear evidence of a knowledge of the connections - the ancient plays 
are contaminated by modem ones (for the production of Oedipus the King a prologue was 
created from Cocteau's Oedipus,19 Sophocle's Antigone was played together with Hubalek's 
work,20 Oedipus the King with Brecht's Antigone.21 The most recept production of Medea 
combined a translation of Euripides' play with a translation of Anouilh's Medea).22 

3. 

The exclusive concentration of the Czech database on productions played in the Czech 
language has proved to be limiting. If we want to examine the phenomenon of Classical 
drama production in all its complexity, no doubt we will have to include in our consideration 
a number of other productions we have treated in the preceding paragraphs. Only in this way 
can it contribute to an understanding of the more profound context for the reception of 
antiquity in this country. A certain inspiration could be provided by the publication of a team 
of Portuguese scholars led by Maria de Fátima Sousa e Silva Representações de Teatro 
Classico no Portugal Contemporâneo (Faculdade de Letras da Universidade de Coimbra, 
1998), they included in their collection, covering productions of Classical drama in the last 
fifty years, really all tkat could concern antiquity.23 
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