BRITISH B CZECH AND SLOVAK REVIEW

om Stoppard and
the unofficial culture
iNn Czechoslovakio

y first (stage) encounter with
Tom Stoppard was in 1967, in
London’s Old Vic Theatre.
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern
are Dead was the rave of the
town and the theatre was packed. A star had
been born, and the theatre world was agog.

At that time the fact that Stoppard’s origins
were not English was largely disregarded.
Later it emerged that he was born in a town
that — in the 1960s — bore the grim name of
Gottwaldov, in the ‘faraway country’ of
Czechoslovakia. But audiences were more
interested in Stoppard’s plays than the origins
of the playwright.

[t was the brilliant, flamboyant theatre crit-
ic Kenneth Tynan — in 1963 appointed dra-
maturge of Britain’s new National Theatre
and responsible for the London production of
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead —
who in 1977 published a long article drawing
the public’s attention to the parallels between
the Czech-born English-speaking dramatist
and the Czech dramatist Vaclav Havel.1

(Tynan had been one of a handful of
Western writers and intellectuals who had
taken the opportunity in the 1960s to see the
Czech new wave for himself.)

By the time Tynan's article appeared
Stoppard had already involved himself in a
campaign against human rights abuses in the
Communist bloc. In April 1976 he met Victor
Fainberg, who had spent five years in a Soviet
prison hospital after demonstrating in Red
Square against the 1968 occupation of
Czechoslovakia.

Fainberg was writing for the London-based
journal Index on Censorship, at this time edit-
ed by the Czech émigré George (Jifi) Theiner
(in 1978 Stoppard joined Index’s advisory
board). Fainberg was campaigning to free
Vladimir Bukovsky, who spent nearly 12
years in Soviet prisons and psychiatric
hospitals.

toppard’s meeting with Fainberg gave
Shim the impetus to complete a joint
project with André Previn, Every
Good Boy Deserves Favour. The setting of
this unusual, orchestrated play was a cell in a
Russian psychiatric hospital shared by a polit-
ical prisoner and a patient who hears an imag-
inary orchestra.2
The piece was premiered at the Royal
Festival Hall in London in July 1977, five
months after the Soviet authorities had

exchanged Bukovsky for the Chilean
Communist leader Corvaldn.
Amnesty International declared 1977

Prisoner of Conscience Year, and Stoppard
promised to write a TV play to mark the
occasion.

In February, when visiting Moscow and
Leningrad with an Amnesty representative,
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he was still intending this to be a play about
the Russian dissidents.
“Instead,” he wrote later, “the trip to

Russian unlocked a play about
Czechoslovakia: there was an Archimedean
footing, somewhere between involvement
and detachment, which offered a point of
leverage.”3

The resulting play, Professional Foul, was
shown on BBC TV in September 1977 4

It is about a double incursion into totalitar-
ian Czechoslovakia, by a philosophy collo-
quium and by a football team. A professor of
ethics commits a ‘professional foul” in smug-
gling out an essay by one of his former stu-
dents, now working as a cleaner. (The small
role of Man 4 was played by the émigré Paul
[Pavel] Moritz. It was not until the 1990s that
Moritz was exposed as the StB’s resident
agent in London.)

Simultaneously, the Communist authorities
in Czechoslovakia were attempting to sup-
press the Charter 77 movement. They came
up with an ‘Anti-Charter’, to which they gave
huge publicity.

Rudé prdvo daily covered its front page
with lists of signatories, especially those from
the arts and the media. On 1 February 1977
Stoppard, backed by thirteen British play-
wrights and actors, wrote to The Times to
demand the release of detained Charter signa-
tories, especially Vaclav Havel. On 11
February the New York Times published his
article, Dirty Linen in Prague: “For Havel’s
sake and a great deal more, isn’t it really time
we told them that a human right is not an
‘internal affair’, that signing a petition is not

Tom Stoppard who, as a
.| critic, wrote under the
pseudonym William Boot

a ‘serious crime’ against any state which
claims to be civilized, that a weasel is not a
bloody whale? And went on telling them at
the highest level?”’s

In April Stoppard joined a delegation from
the Orange Tree Theatre in Richmond, pre-
senting a petition for Havel’s release to the
Czechoslovak Embassy in London.

Stoppard had first read Havel’s plays in the
late 1960s and sensed a close affinity, espe-
cially with the first two, The Garden Party
and The Memorandum.

eanwhile  Rosencrantz  and
MGquensrem Are Dead had been
translated into Czech, and in 1968

Havel had been trying to schedule a produc-
tion at the Theatre on the Balustrades.6

On June 18 1977, Stoppard returned to
Czechoslovakia for the first time since his
family’s departure in 1938. For the ‘dissi-
dents’ it was a deeply symbolic occasion.

Over four years later, in August 1981, the
philosopher Ladislav Hejddnek briefed Alan
Montefiore and Catherine Audard from the
Jan Hus Foundation on the kind of western
visitor they would like in the ‘underground
university’. He told them: “those who would
most appreciate such visitors would be writ-
ers...Tom Stoppard’s visit provided inspira-
tion that lasted for two years.”7

On arriving in Prague Stoppard was led
through a complex procedure designed to
throw off the secret police, eventually chang-
ing cars in front of the Castle to be seated next
to his interpreter, Gerry Turner (AG Brain).

(Turner modestly believes he was selected
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e told me that evening

that he had done
nothing, really nothing...’

for this honour because Paul Wilson,
the Canadian member of the Plastic
People, had recently been deported.)

They embarked on a trip which
remains hazy in the minds of those
involved. There was a meeting with
Ludvik Vaculik at his home in
Vienory; to converse more freely,
Vaculik took them to the railway buf-
fet at Revnice. Petr Pithart was at
some point a part of the group, as was
Pavel Landovsky (in ‘a battered white
Saab’).

Stoppard met Hejddnek ‘in a cheap
‘fish grill’ just off Wenceslaus
Square’, as well as Pavel Kohout, Jan
Viadislav and Karel Sidon. Karel
Barto%ek accompanied him to a rather
dishevelled debate and press confer-
ence in a stylish Constructivist villa.

Bartosek had just, according to Jan
Patocka Jnr, taken Stoppard on a
lightning tour of Prague hot-spots
from which Stoppard had emerged in
better shape than Bartodek. Above all,
there was his first and, for many
years, only meeting with Viclav
Havel, who had been released a
month earlier.

ver the next two months
Stoppard wove out of his
material a long article pub-

lished in the New York Review of
Books, Prague: the Story of the
Chartists .8

With an almost uncanny awareness
of what it meant to live under a total-
itarian regime, he seamlessly com-
bined what he had learnt about the
compilation of the Charter, about Jan
Patocka and about the Plastic People,
with his own experiences.

In October 1979 Havel was sen-
tenced to four and a half years impris-
onment. Stoppard (who by now was persona
non grata in Czechoslovakia) redoubled his
efforts on the dissidents’ behalf.

In February 1980 he played the role of
Havel’s defence lawyer in a TV re-enactment
of the VONS trial; other participants included
the exiled Czech playwright Pavel Kohout (as
Havel), Simone Signoret and Yves Montand.
Later that year he wrote an introduction to the
English edition of The Memorandum,
reminding readers that Havel was still at the
beginning of a long prison sentence.

At the same time, Stoppard began work on
Cahoot's Macheth, inspired by the Living
Room Theatre of Vlasta Chramostovi.9

Pavel Kohout’s condensed adaptation of
Macheth for Chramostovd had been ‘pre-
miered’ in July 1978, and performed 18 times
in different apartments around Prague.

In Stoppard’s version, Chramostovd’s
apartment is raided a few minutes into the
performance. However, although the police
accuse the actors of anti-state activity, they

Veery funny Very brilliant.Very chilling'-
Clive Barnes, The New York Times

ROSENCRANTZ
& GUILDENSTERN
ARE DEAD
A PLAY BY
TOM STOPPARD

This widely-acclaimed play was first
performed in 1966

allow the performance to continue while they
carry on a running commentary. For
Stoppard, the topicality of the play was
important; the day before its premiere he told
the director, Ed Berman, to keep the play
updated with any new reports from Prague.

Further articles, protests and representa-
tions followed. When a group of philosophy
dons formed the Jan Hus Educational
Foundation to support the underground uni-
versity (home seminars), Stoppard was invit-
ed to join the Board of Trustees.

Roger Scruton wrote later: “...it was
indeed that work (Professional Foul) which
made him into a kind of figurehead for us
(for me and Kathy [Wilkes] especially), since
it so accurately portrayed the situation into
which we had stumbled.”10

cting on Hejddnek’s advice,
Stoppard arranged a meeting
between the Hus Foundation and

the writers James Saunders, Piers Paul Read,

Snoo Wilson, John Bowen and Melvyn
Bragg (in the end, Read was the only one
to risk a visit).

Stoppard was open towards appeals
which might help the unofficial culture
in Czechoslovakia. In 1983 he endowed
the Tom Stoppard Award, presented
annually to a writer of Czech origin; the
programme is still running under the
patronage of FrantiSek Janouch’s Charter
77 Foundation, and the latest award was
made to Premysl Rut. He also supported
theatre activities; in 1985 he made a
donation to the Bristol Czech-Fest,
whose main aim was to bring the Brno
Theatre on a String to Britain, and in
1986 he adapted Havel's Largo Desolato
(dedicated to Stoppard) for its British
premiere at the Bristol Old Vic.

I caught up again with Tom Stoppard
at the Theatre Festival in Pilsen in 1994,
after the onstage discussion, Not Only
About Theatre, with Ronald Harwood,
Arthur Miller and Véclav Havel.

He told me that evening that he had
done nothing, really nothing, to warrant
this attention; that he had been involved,
if at ail, only marginally. It was not until
[ began to gather the material for this arti-
cle (which is far from complete) that I
realised how very inaccurate an assess-
ment that was.

B This article was originally written for
the Brno theatre magazine RozRazil.
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