
  Suite No. 1 “ABC” for 
 22 Performers and a Conductor
 Risk: medium
 Category: N/A
The opening show of the festival focused on human 
language and its use in common and uncommon 
situations. A total of twenty-two actors, led by 
a conductor, performed a well-rehearsed and 
mathematically precise collage of sounds, fi lm 
scenes, political meetings, sport broadcasts, 
language teaching and dance. Human language 
was expressed in all its depth and beauty, as well 

SOŇA SMOLKOVÁ
theatre critic

Report – Divadelná Nitra 
theatre festival

Divadelná Nitra

Ref.: A detailed report from the monitoring of the Divadelná 
Nitra theatre festival with a focus on the project titled Parallel 
Lives – 20th Century Through the Eyes of the Secret Police.

In late September and early October, the city of Nitra hosted the 22nd international 
theatre festival Divadelná Nitra. For some years now, the festival dramaturgy has 
used the concept of one central theme for the entire event. The festivals introduced 
disquieting themes in the past, as their titles suggest: 2011 – (Don’t) Tell Your 
Secret, 2012 – Guilt/Innocence, and fi nally 2013 – Purged? The concept of a theme 
focus was enough for us to visit the festival for its entire duration and to monitor 
in great detail all of the presented productions. After all, the focus on one theme 
can, dangerously enough, invite the visitors to start looking at issues analytically. 
Our theatres have more or less avoided this so far. Even more alarming, however, 
is the festival’s ambition to introduce a new activity – a project with the cheeky 
title Parallel Lives – 20th Century Through the Eyes of the Secret Police.
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on walls of buildings such anti-government 
slogans as: “Freedom! We want human rights to be 
respected!” The Securitate did a great job when it 
successfully removed the 16-year-old saboteur. It is 
reprehensible to stage a similar case in theatre and, 
what is more, to use modern means in the process, 
such as projection, direct recording of faces and 
fast cuts and edits. In addition, the creators did not 
focus only on the political dimension of the case, but 
deliberately appealed to emotions by introducing 
a mother-son relationship into the story. This 
resulted in a disquieting production which 
resonated strongly with the audience and shed 
a very hostile light on the Securitate. We did our 
best to foil the effort of the performers but, despite 
our vehement action, the ensemble managed to 
present it, though with a delay of several hours.
 Conclusion and suggested action: 
The production poses a high risk. We suggest 
the creators be followed and monitored.

 The Seagull
 Risk: low
 Category: N/A
The Croatian Zagreb Theatre of Youth’s production 
has been chosen by the festival’s dramaturgy 
board to relieve the heavy theme. We have to 
admit that, after the strenuous operations to 
sabotage the running of the festival, we very 
much appreciated this. Improvisations of scenes 
from Anton Chekhov’s The Seagull, in particular 
from the fi rst and third acts (which the ensemble 

as banality and comicality. Because too many 
western languages were used in the production, 
we thought it was important to pre-emptively 
sabotage the subtitles and the handing out 
of the information bulletin. We succeeded. 
Even though the production does not pose 
an ideological risk, it is problematic in how it 
focuses on the capitalist culture (a speech by 
American President Barack Obama, a scene from 
the movie E.T., a song by the band Jacksons 5, 
amongst others). Only two scenes are dedicated 
to allied cultures (how to speak English with 
a Russian accent and a child learning Chinese).
 Conclusion and suggested action: 
In a broader context, the production is 
harmless. However, we recommend that 
precautions be taken and director Joris Lacoste 
be monitored. He is certainly aware of the fact 
that many joint voices are stronger than one.

 Typography Majuscule
 Risk: high
 Category: Parallel Lives
This is an exceptionally problematic production 
and we were convinced of the risk it poses before 
we saw it. Romanian actors from Bucharest-
based DramAcum and Odeon theatres produced 
the story of rebel Mugur Calinescu. Directed by 
Gianina Cărbunariu, the show was presented 
as part of the Parallel Lives project. In early 
1980s, Mugur Calinescu fl agrantly threatened 
Romania’s security when he used chalk to write 5 9
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by Petr Zelenka, arbitrarily misuses the facts 
surrounding the alleged “miracle” that took 
place in the Czech village of Číhošť. The opera, 
which features parts for alto (Soňa Červená) 
and countertenor (Jan Mikušek), spoken word and 
a children’s choir, is distinguished by a whole series 
of dangerous and scandalous factors: the formal 
use of religious music, comparisons between 
conventional investigation conducted by the State 
Police employing practices of the Inquisition, 
deliberately monstrous depiction of the highest 
state representatives by alto singer Soňa Červená, 
discrediting of historical documentation and, most 
of all, intentional manipulation of the audience. 
The audience was leaving the theatre evidently 
worried – many were even upset and eager to 
discuss the issues. To write the libretto the creators 
used, or rather misused dozens of archive materials 
that were then put together into a coherent 
whole. They had only one goal in mind: to show 
the political elite and the State Police in the worst 
possible light. We sabotaged the subtitles and 
thus made sure that the international visitors could 
not fully understand the context. However, we are 
legitimately worried about potential consequences 
brought about by the production of this opera.
 Conclusion: the production poses an 
extraordinary threat. We recommend that 
measures be adopted immediately with the aim 
to ban the production altogether. Every repeated 
performance poses an enormous risk.

and director Bobo Jelčić selected for their 
interpretation), were topical and funny. However, 
we should admit, the show turned out to be 
overly expressive. On a stage that is almost 
empty and equipped only for the purposes 
of a theatre rehearsal, banal human tragedies 
take place with much verve – love, lack of love, 
fi delity, infi delity and death. Just like Chekhov 
wrote about these themes a long time ago and 
very much like anyone can experience them now. 
The production was authentic also because 
of the presence of the technicians on stage, 
imperfect lighting, a forced break while the shot 
Kostya was being treated, and last, but not 
least, because of the civility of the performances. 
The production might have been an entertaining 
source of relief, but it is worth reconsidering 
whether it is suitable to present so many 
crooked and dysfunctional relationships on 
stage. Even humour ought to have its limits!
 Conclusion and suggested action: 
Special measures are not necessary so far.

 Toufar – The Torture Games
 Risk: highest
 Category: Parallel Lives
One of the most dangerous productions presented 
at this year’s festival was commissioned for 
the Parallel Lives project and created by the Opera 
Department of the National Theatre in Prague. 
Aleš Březina’s documentary opera, directed 6 0
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and projections – it is worth mentioning that for 
the entire duration of the performance all actors 
who appear on the stage are wearing masks. 
The only exceptions are actors who appear 
in the projections and quote from Hamlet. We 
consider this to be the utmost insolence. SkRAT 
wanted to perform to the audience the famous 
Mousetrap scene from Hamlet expecting that 
the culprit was sitting in the audience!
 Conclusion: The second part of the production 
poses a risk. We recommend the producers be taken 
to a psychiatric ward. They will fi nd the environment 
and themes there to be very familiar.

 Bluebeard (Hope of Women)
 Risk: low
 Category: Slovak section
The City Theatre Žilina production was entered 
into the festival programme outside of the Parallel 
Lives project. At fi rst sight, the show has no political 
background; however, one needs to remain alert. An 
intimate production with minimalist direction not 
only makes use of poetic and symbolic language, 
but also interprets a text written by a contemporary 
German female playwright. Because director Eduard 
Kudláč is known for his effort to make a focused 
statement, it is important to be careful and watch 
if his use of metaphorical stories does not propel 
him to take on more noticeable political and social 
themes. The statement the production was trying 
to make at the festival was minimized also owing 

 Interior of the Interior
 Risk: high
 Category: Parallel Lives
This contribution of Slovak theatremakers to 
the Parallel Lives project was made by the SkRAT 
Theatre. The production was presented with 
the insolent subtitle Rummaging Through 
the State Police Archives in Two Separate 
Parts, with an Intermission. While the fi rst part 
(Interior of the Interior, directed by Ľubo Burgr) 
was supposed to present a grotesque report 
on the internal processes in the State Police, 
the second part (Paranoia Querulans, directed 
by Dušan Vicen) was based on the case in which 
secret priest Přemysl Coufal was removed. 
 The original assumption, namely that owing 
to the well-known “poetics” of the ensemble 
we expected the fi rst part to be the problematic 
one, while the second one would end up rather 
vague because the tracks were erased and 
the archives inaccessible, turned out to be 
wrong. The formal and technical insuffi ciencies 
in the fi rst part verged on an inability to perform 
the scenes well enough. This perfectly diverted 
the attention from the content that sought 
to point out the sordidness, alcoholism and 
corruption among the employees and agents 
in the entire history of the State Police.
 But the second part of the production is 
much more problematic. Formally, technically 
and content-wise, it in no way draws on the fi rst 
part. The creators used the available material 
of the Coufal case – most of which was destroyed 
in order to make his death appear as suicide. 
Unfortunately, several inconsistencies were 
found during the investigation. The creators 
also used the deranged statements made by 
people who – to their own detriment – nosed 
about the case. The production took advantage 
of expressive visual stimuli, such as masks 6 1
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of the production is best characterized by the fact 
that the Polish Institute of National Memory 
spontaneously disassociated itself from the show.
 Conclusion: although the production itself 
is outrageous, it poses no greater risk – mostly 
because the creators chose to convey their 
ideas in a way that is not very communicable.

 25,671
 Risk: high
 Category: N/A
It is very unpleasant to see that Divadelná Nitra 
allowed ideologically dangerous productions 
to enter its festival stages, even outside 
of the Parallel Lives project. Slovenian production 
25,671 is precisely the kind of “engaged” 
production that would pose a threat regardless 
of what it dealt with. Slovenian theatremakers 
from Prešern Theatre in Kranj chose to discuss 
the erasure of former Yugoslav citizens from 
the registry of citizens of Slovenia, thus making 
them de facto people without identity. Director 
Oliver Frljić used all means to make the spectators 
feel what it is like to have no identity. The audience 
could enter the theatre only after they handed 
in their IDs, the actors led discussions in which 
they explained details of the issue, they 
emotionally attacked the audience, collected 
money from them and, in some cases, even 
destroyed their offi cial identifi cation cards. 
The high point of the show was a direct 
confrontation with a family that lost their son 

to our preventive meddling with the acoustics 
of the theatre. As a result, only spectators sitting 
in the front rows could hear the full text. 
 Conclusion: the production, and its creators, 
do not as yet pose a serious threat. We could make 
use of their artistic skills. We suggest they be 
approached and offered collaboration with us.

 Follow Me
 Risk: medium
 Category: Parallel Lives
The new theatre from Krakow contributed to 
the Parallel Lives project with a production 
mixing fi ction and reality. We fi nd it worrying that 
the show discredits Jósef Schiller, a top agent 
of the secret police. The production depicts him as 
tied to a wheelchair and confusingly interrogating 
stripper Ada Grudzińska, daughter of a dissident 
and emigrant. The interrogation is shown in “non-
standard” conditions. Ada is pole-dancing while 
Schiller keeps swearing at her – it is not clear who 
is mentally and physically superior. The production 
has no aspiration to tell a story directly and 
presents themes such as manipulation and abuse. 
Director Radek Rychcik endorses the vulgarity and 
brutality of his characters who never met in real 
life – this is done in order to make the audience 
deduce that interrogations and overall operation 
of the secret police were similarly vulgar and 
brutal. We saw through this dishonest intent 
of the creators, even though the production 
deliberately used decomposition. The quality 6 2
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 Conclusion: we consider using authentic 
witnesses and, most of all, collaborators 
of the secret police to be highly problematic. We 
recommend an agent be used as one of the actors.

 Refl ex (Meltdown)
 Risk: medium
 Category: Parallel Lives
The Hungarian production was made possible 
through the Parallel Lives project. From 
a theatrical point of view, it was one of the most 
conventional and most relaxing productions 
of this year’s festival. The Budapest-based 
sailing company Sputnik presented a play about 
a psychiatrist who ended up hospitalized as 
a schizophrenic. The Hungarian producers, led 
by director Dániel D. Kovács were reasonable 
enough to keep a foot in both camps and never 
gave a straightforward answer to the question 
whether the doctor was really ill or whether she 
was put into the mental institution “preventively”. 
The production was great in both movement 
and acting, played with the spectators and 
puzzled them in several ways. There were visually 
impressive scenes during which the audience was 
not sure whether reality or hallucination was 
being depicted – moving walls, falling objects, 
characters often seemingly speaking from 
a dream. This was all made lighter by humour 
that left room for truly chilling moments.
 Conclusion: we appreciate that, as opposed 
to the majority of productions presented 

as a result of the registry erasure. The danger 
the production presents lies in its mobilizing 
energy that not only forces the spectators to 
feel compassion, but also makes them think.
 Conclusion: productions like this pose 
a threat even though they do not directly relate 
to our issues. On the other hand, it can give us 
inspiration as to how (and how easily) citizens 
can be deprived of their personal identifi cation.

 My File and I
 Risk: medium
 Category: Parallel Lives
The German production My File and I at fi rst 
worried us, but our concern turned out to be 
unfounded. Director Clemens Bechtel, whose 
work focuses on documentary theatre, chose 
real people and their life stories to be actors 
in this production. So, nine people ended up on 
the stage, out of which eight were “victims” 
of persecution by the Stasi and one was 
a 25-year-old Stasi collaborator. The small stage 
of the Studio at Andrej Bagar Theatre was fi lled 
with shelves of archived fi les of the state police. 
This claustrophobic environment was thought to 
intensify the individual stories told by the actors. 
The director hoped that such a formal and simple 
retelling of the events, with no emphasis on action 
or performance style would boost the statement 
and content to such an extent that it would render 
insignifi cant also the static and somewhat lengthy 
and tedious presentation. But that did not happen. 6 3
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to smuggle pernicious topics and opinions into 
the theatre piece. One has to be vigilant also 
because the production makes a moral appeal.
 Conclusion: We recommend director David 
Jařab be preventively followed. His approach 
to theatre is too much affected by the western 
theatre tradition which is why his work can 
be counterproductive for local audiences.

 Uncertain Ground 
 (Intraspecies Aggression)
 Risk: high
 Category: Slovak section
In spite of all the effort to silence director Blaho 
Uhlár and his STOKA Theatre, we submit our 
resignation. Uhlár is like a hydra – when you 
cut off one of its heads, it grows two more. 
After the demise of the STOKA Theatre, 
Uhlár established S.T.O.K.A., drawing on 
the foundations of his aesthetics and defi antly 
shifting them even further. It is hard to believe 
how the sketches of two young actors, their open 
aversion to authorities, and the interconnection 
of such themes with suicide motifs still 
resonate with the audience. The sequence 
of scenes interwoven with texts by Jack London, 
the aesthetics of poor theatre, and the song 
Szomorú Vasárnap – a suicide anthem – are 
all held together formally and thematically 
thanks to the omnipresent aggression. 
 Conclusion: We submit Uhlár’s case 
to be investigated further. Again.

in the Parallel Lives project, the show did not 
insolently depict the secret police as the obvious 
culprit. Nonetheless, the producers should 
be preventively monitored. Just like their 
colleagues from Žilina, we should approach 
them and offer them collaboration.

 Rechnitz – The Exterminating Angel
 Risk: high
 Category: Slovak section
The Slovak National Theatre has initiated 
a challenging experiment using the text 
of the provocative Austrian playwright Elfriede 
Jelinek. The production introduced the issue 
of the Nazi massacre in Rechnitz using 
monumental set design (David Jařab was awarded 
the DOSKY Prize) and employing unpleasant and 
creepy atmosphere. All in all, this is a production 
that demands a concentrated and knowledgeable 
audience. The creators divided the stage into two 
sections: the rear one, featuring a soundproof wall, 
was the location of a Nazi party with a disastrous 
outcome. In the front one, three generations 
of a family, which had to bear the consequences 
of the party, are discussing the party and passing 
the buck in the process. Therefore, it is in order to 
talk about the threats posed by the production. 
On one hand, there is nothing in the subject 
matter that we would fi nd directly threatening, 
but on the other hand, the production uses 
means of expression which could be easily used 6 4
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 Conclusion: The production and its 
creators pose some risk also because 
they attempt to reopen problematic 
chapters in the history of our country.

 Divadelná Nitra commissioned six productions 
from six different countries and types of theatre. 
All theatre “institutions” were asked to document 
cases from secret archives. At the festival, all 
productions presented were international, 
often even global, premieres. It should be noted 
that this project accounted for nearly a half 
of the total number of productions presented at 
the festival. Quite understandably, we fi nd this 
high number rather worrying. Divadelná Nitra 
took chances trying to make its artistic and civic 
“courage” visible and in full force. Divadelná Nitra 
has gone too far. It is evident that Ján Šimko, 
curator of the project, quite consciously divided 
the selection into diverse theatre institutions and 
invited not only experimental and alternative 
theatres, but also representative national stages 
(!). Each theatre approached the theme differently, 
chose different means of expression, different 
stories and methods. But they have one thing 
in common – they are provocative. There is no 
other project like this – as far as its extent, theme 
and especially audaciousness are concerned. 
Although we tried to technically sabotage several 
shows, we have to say – digesting the feeling 
of defeat – that the festival reached its goal, 
not only in the Parallel Lives project, but also 
through the selection of productions. ø

 Holocaust
 Risk: medium to high 
 Category: Slovak section
As the title suggests, the production deals 
with the horrors of World War II – in particular 
with the deportation of Jews from Slovakia. 
We are not happy to see that such unpleasant 
chapters of our history are being reopened. 
What is more, the production – commissioned 
by the Aréna Theatre – alludes also to our recent 
past and appears to blur the division between 
the victim and the criminal. Author Viliam 
Klimáček revived the nearly forgotten issue 
of the deportations of Jews to concentration 
camps and the subsequent expropriation of their 
property. Klimáček based his script on the true 
story of Hilda Hrabovecká. Following substantial 
dramaturgical adjustments, Rastislav Ballek 
directed the production. Despite the fact that 
the production meets all the requirements 
of professional theatre – in terms of acting, 
visuals and direction – it is not until the second 
act that the audience can understand the essence 
and true tragedy of the lives of the characters. 
The character of Ambróz Králik, excellently 
portrayed by Milan Ondrík, paradoxically seemed 
to outshine the other characters and thus also 
the message of the text and the production. 

Divadelná Nitra
22nd international theatre festival

27 September – 2 October 2013, Nitra

www.nitrafest.sk
6 5
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