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This book of essays on nineteenth-century Czech theatre originated as a number of
papers which were delivered at a symposium in Pilsen from 10 to 12 March, 1983. It
was organized by the Institute for the Theory and History of Art of the Czech Aca-
demy of Sciences in conjunction with the National Gallery of Art in Prague. This
sponsorship explains the strong emphasis given to the relationship between the theatre
and the visual and plastic arts in the period of the National Revival.

The book consists of twenty-six essays on a range of topics. Jiti Kotalik, the editor
of the volume, focuses on the popularity of Shakespeare’s plays in Bohemia as reflec-
ted in the visual arts from Karel Purkyn&s illustrations in the 1860s to Jiii Trnka’s
puppet film of A Midsummernight’s Dream in 1959. Many essays concentrate on the
establishment of the National Theatre as both an expression of nationalist aspiration
(FrantiSek Cerny: “The Idea of a National Theatre”) and as a real event in 1881 and in
1883 (following the destruction by fire of the original building). Other contributions
give due weight to the significance of Pilsen as a centre of theatre and opera: Antonin
Spelda examines the repertoire of the Pilsen opera-house from its foundation in 1868.
Smetana’s The Bartered Bride was performed (with original Pilsen folk costumes) in
1869, only three years after receiving its premiére in Prague. Wagner’s opera Loben-
grin was staged as early as January 1887 and led to many subsequent productions of
his work, including the Czech premiére of Tannhdiuser a year later.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the collaboration between theatre and art
criticism in this volume is the theme of “theatricalization” which emerges in the cul-
ture of the Czech bourgeoisie at this period. Viclav Erben perceives a theatrical prin-
ciple in the monumental sculpture of a civic artist like Myslbek whose statues of Czech
mythological figures on the Palacky Bridge in Prague (Libu3e and P¥emysl, Lumir and
Lied, Ctirad and Sarka) form a plastic counterpart to the Zelenohorsky (Griineberg)
and Krilovédvorsky (Koniginhof) Manuscripts as well as Smetana’s operatic hymns to
Czech nationalism (see Bofivoj Srba’s essay on the staging of Smetana’s Libuse in the
National Theatre productions of 1881 and 1883). Jana Sevéikova and Jiti Sevéfk discern
adramatic paradox in the architectural forms of the nineteenth century, a contradiction
between authentic and inauthentic existence in which the motif of the theatrical
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mask — as a carnevalesque motif and as a deeper expression of chaos (Georges Bataille)
- plays a crucial role. Eva Stehlikovi examines the ceremonial and theatrical elements
in the Tyr§ Sokol gymnastic movement of the 1850s and 1860s. Mojmir Otruba and
Miroslav Prochdzka take the theme further in their contribution on theatrical elements
in four stories by J. K. Tyl.

As Ji¥i Dvorsky points out in his preface, the relationship between theatre and poli-
ticsin Bohemia has always beenacrucial one. For the Czech obrozenci of thenineteenth
century, theatre was a means of transmitting political opinions; for the writers of the
Baroque (Comenius) the world of politics was, conversely, understood and allegori-
zed as a theatre. This volume of essays demonstrates that the classical relationship bet-
ween theatre and the polis was a powerful vehicle of nineteenth-century bourgeois
national self-definition as displayed in the theatre itself and in the theatrical props of
the city as a whole.
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