
01110 ARTS C:<H':\Cll.'S 

CZEC:11 SCENIC AND COSTUME DESIGN 

1920~1999

] l I . '\. 2 7 -- ( ) C .. 1 · < l I) I . IZ I i , 2 o o o

( T R ,\ T () Rs 11 I : I, I', :\ .\ A I, I\ I: RT ( ) \' ,.\ \ :\ I) J () I , B R '\ :\ I) I : s " y 



THEATRE DESIGN OFFERS 

INSIGHTS TO HISTORY 

' 
Theatre often is described as the art 

form that gives historians their best 

opportunity to reconstruct a society at a 

given point in time. Much has been made 

of Shakespeare's and Moliere's plays as 

windows into their cultures. While the 

texts left for us by playwrights provide 

many avenues for sociological, philologi

cal and philosophical research, costume 

and scene designs provide further 

insights. The roughly So-year span cov

ered by this exhibition traces the influ

ences of European art movements and 

philosophies on theatre artists in the 

Czech homeland. The external influences 

provide an historical context for compar

isons between Czech designers and their 

European contemporaries. Even more 

fascinating are the insights these designs 

provide into the Czech cultural landscape 

and national perspective. 

The Czech Republic, bordered by 

Poland, Germany, Slovakia and Austria, 

lies at the crossroads of Europe. 

Geography partially explains the richness 

and variety of cultural activities in Prague 

and other main cities in the Czech 

Republic. Another source, also attribut

able to geography, is to be found in the 

Czech national consciousness. Irony, 

metaphor and a mighty sense of humor 

were necessary for the survival of a 

people who, between 1 526 and 191 8, 

suffered a loss of national identity as a 

result of the Counter-Reformation and 

Hapsburg domination. That Austrian 

dynasty's control of Central Europe 

ended with the 1919 Treaty of Versailles, 

which recognized the region as 

Czechoslovakia. Hitler's invasion in 1938 

abruptly ended 20 years of independence 

for Bohemia and Moravia and created an 

independent Slovak state. Democracy 

returned briefly between 194 5-48 until a 

Communist government established ties 

with the Soviet Union. Soviet troops 

occupied Czechoslovakia in 1968 and the 

Czechs would not truly rule themselves 

for another 21 years. Designers 

in this exhibition and Czech artists in 

general had to find ways around the 

censors, official pronouncements and, 

in some cases, work restrictions. Under 

those circumstances, metaphors, puns 

and dissembling became necessary for 

theatrical expression. 

The aftermath of the Velvet 

Revolution of 1989, a re_ference to the

relatively non-violent transition from 

Communist satellite to independent 

democracy, challenged Czech artists 

to adjust to economic realities and 

the financial temptations offered by 

conforming to Western standards and 

aesthetics. The earliest stages of the 

revolution took place in Prague theatres, 

with dissident playwright Vaclav Havel as 

one of its primary voices. In this new 

democratic era, contemporary Czech 

designers continue the line of whimsy 

and abstraction begun and extended by 

their talented antecedents. The Czech 

national entry at the Ninth Prague 

Quadrennial, an international exhibition 

of stage design and theatre architecture, 

was awarded the Golden Triga, or main 

prize, in June 1999. That prestigious 

award bodes well for young Czech 

designers, but also reflects the talents and 

traditions of their teachers. This exhibi

tion reflects on the development of 

Czech design during three-quarters of·;( 

century. Traces of the trends and tenden

cies of past generations can be seen in 

current work and lead viewers to ponder 

the possibilities of Czech theatre design 

in the 21ST century. 

Joi-: BR,\NDl:SKY, Co-C11mlor 

Associate Professor of Theatre 

Ohio State University-Lima 

Zuzana Srcfunkod, costume design for Sisler/lnxie(J by 

Jan Cep,Jakub Deml,J.t\. Pitinsk)', 1995 

• 

SPEAKJNG THE 

TRUTH 

One of the most important aspects of 

this exhibition is that it represents a kind 

of theatre that is essential - theatre 

operating as an instrument of truth. 

Many of the productions represented in 

A1etapbor and lro19• were presented during 

times of repression and censorship. 

Under Nazism and Communism the 

truth was a rare commodity - and a 

dangerous one. Because of the elusive 

nature of theatre and the highly 

metaphorical means employed by its 

practitioners, the theatre was an arena 

where the truth might be heard. Joy 

and suffering alike might be shared in a 



circumspect way in a public place. It 
was difficult, if not impossible, for offi
cial censors to define the precise mean
ing of suspect metaphors that never 
seemed to sit still long enough to have 
their meanings photographed for the 
official records. 

So, Czech theatre design represents a 
theatre that is an active agent in society, 
ironically public and yet secret - a 
shared secret between audience and 
theatre artists. Often, through the 
transformation of visual signs on stage, 
a truer �nderstanding of society was 
communicated. The dramatic text of 
the playwright, often seemingly innocent 
in its political content, was only a single 
channel of communication. The physical 
and psychological use of actors' bodies 
and costumes in relationship to the 
stage space created a subtext of meaning. 
That subtext, the physical spectacle ofr 
theatre design, most often spoke quite 
eloquently in the secret language of irony 
and metaphor. 

From an essay by 
DliNNIS P. CIIRISTll.1.1\S 

Associate Professor of Theatre 
University of Kansas 

Share the Arts 

WE'RE BUILDING OHIO 

THROUGH THE ARTS 

The Ohio Arts Council, a state agency estab
lished in 1965, builds the state through the arts 
- economically, educationally and culturally -
preserving the past, enhancing the present and 
enriching the future for all Ohioans. The 
Council believes the arts should be shared by 
the people of Ohio. The arts arise from public, 
individual and organizational efforts. The OAC 
supports and encourages those efforts. 

Bob Taft, Governor 
Barbara S. Robinson, OAC Board Chair 
Wayne P. Lawson, Executive Di rector 

OHIO ARTS COUNCIL 

727 East Main Street 
Columbus, OH 43205-1796 
614/466-2613 

For TTY/TDD use Ohio Relay Service 
1-800-750-0750 

VISIT US ON THE INTERNET 

www.oac.state.oh.us 

The Ohio Arts Council is an equal 
opportunity employer. 

The Riffe Gallery, operated by the Ohio Arts 
Council, showcases the work of Ohio's artists 
and curators, and the collections of the state's 
museums and galleries. 

RIFFE GALLERY 

Vern Riffe Center 
Across from the 
Statehouse on High 
Downtown Columbus 
614/644-9624 

GALLERY HOURS 

M, Tu 10-4 
W, Th, F 10-8 
Sat 12-8 
Sun 12-4 
Free Admission I] 
With assistance from Theatre Institute, Prague 
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