Karel Vachek: Poet Provocateur

The obsessive hybrid films of the influential director and teacher Karel Vachek, little known outside the Czech Republic, are presented in this first U.S. retrospective. Although Vachek (b. 1940) began making films during the Czech New Wave of the sixties, his controversial political works, including his early short Moravian Hellas and the 1968 cinema verité Elective Affinities, were banned, and Vachek was unable to continue filmmaking until after the fall of communism in Czechoslovakia. His epic Little Capitalist Tetralogy—New Hyperion, Bohemia Docta, Who Will Watch the Watchman?, and What Is to Be Done?—makes up for time lost as he worked odd jobs in France, Germany, and the United States before returning home. Each clocking in at more than two hundred minutes, the four films focus on the “birth of a nation,” the period from the Velvet Revolution of 1989 to 2002 as the Czech underground moved above ground. 

Vachek’s highly original films introduce us to figures who have remained on the cultural periphery and from that vantage point can, in his words, “say important things, even when the time does not want to listen.” In the Tetralogy and his most recent film, Záviš, Vachek provides intimate access to an array of key Czech artists, poets, historians, and philosophers as well as political figures, scientists, and religious leaders—many of them former dissidents—whom he draws into conversation with one another and himself to plumb the “state of the nation.” What results is critical of much in modern-day politics and culture, yet Vachek proposes an alternative, a moral society informed by dissident artists and intellectuals. Mixing cinema verité, improvisation, and staged scenes, Vachek’s polyphonic films border on chaos; yet for those who are patient, his carefully selected threads weave into a fascinating and informative perspective on the political and intellectual history of the Czech Republic. Vachek often appears on screen driving home his points, cajoling his interviewees as he paces back and forth, at times ducking out of the frame or walking away from the camera​​—a provocateur philosopher of the absurd and the serious. We welcome him in person on June 21 and 24 to continue the conversation.

Kathy Geritz

Film Curator

[CREDITLINE]

Series curated by Irena Kovarova and Alice Lovejoy, and organized at PFA by Kathy Geritz. Produced by Radim Procházka Productions with the support of The Czech Republic State Fund for Support and Development of Cinematography. At PFA, the series is cosponsored by the Institute of Slavic, Eastern European, and Eurasian Studies. 
[STATE FUND LOGO]

Sunday May 31

2:00  New Hyperion, or Liberty, Equality, Brotherhood

Karel Vachek (Czechoslovakia, 1992)

(Nový Hyperion aneb Volnost, rovnost, bratrství). After the collapse of the communist regime, Czechoslavakia holds its first democratic elections since 1945. In this period of heightened political activity and social upheaval, the Pope pays a visit, Václav Havel is elected president, and both Mikhail Gorbachev and Alexander Dubček depart. Activists, artists, politicians, spies, and dissidents discuss the unfolding events in a mosaic of points of view, a “real and incomplete story.”

• (207 mins, In Czech, Slovak, Russian, English, and German with English subtitles, Color, 35mm)

Sunday June 7

2:00  Bohemia Docta or The Labyrinth of the World and the Lust-House of the Heart (A Divine Comedy) 

Karel Vachek (Czech Republic, 2000)

(Bohemia Docta aneb Labyrint světa a lusthauz srdce [Božská komedie]). A collage portrait of Czech culture, punctuated by native mushrooms and castles. Filming in his characteristic wide-angle style, Vachek records disparate, wide-ranging views and resurrects artistic and literary figures from the past. The director is always present to stir things up.

• (254 mins, In Czech with English subtitles, Color, 35mm)

Sunday June 14

2:00  Who Will Watch the Watchman? Dalibor, or The Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin
Karel Vachek (Czech Republic, 2003)

(Kdo bude hlídat hlídače? Dalibor aneb Klíč k Chaloupce strýčka Toma). Filmed during a piano rehearsal of Bedřich Smetana’s opera Dalibor, in Prague’s art nouveau National Theatre, Who Will Watch the Watchman? presents an array of original thinkers musing about the current state of the State. Vachek is particularly interested in oppositional battles, whether won, lost, or ongoing, and in airing minority opinions.

• (242 mins, In Czech with English subtitles, Color, 35mm)

Sunday June 21

2:00  What Is to Be Done? (A Journey from Prague to Český Krumlov, or How I Formed a New Government)
Karel Vachek (Czech Republic, 1996)

[guest icon] Karel Vachek in Person

(Co dělat? [Cesta z Prahy do Českého Krumlova aneb Jak jsem sestavoval vládu]). Czechoslavakia has divided, and the right-wing government of Václav Klaus is in power. For his best-known film, Vachek fills two buses with outsiders—artists and intellectuals, including Ivan Martin Jirous, leader of the Plastic People of the Universe, and poet Andrej Stankovic—and drives to the historic town of Český Krumlov on the outskirts of the Czech Republic, debating political and cultural events along the way. 

• (216 mins, In Czech and German with English subtitles, Color, 35mm)

Wednesday June 24

7:00  Elective Affinities

Karel Vachek (Czechoslavakia, 1968)

[guest icon] Karel Vachek in Person

(Spřízněni volbou). The oft-borrowed title is here a pun, since this documentary looks behind the scenes during the stormy Czech election of March 1968, when Antonin Novotny resigned as president and other politicians jockeyed to keep themselves, and the Prague Spring they had engineered, in place. The cinematography by Jozef Ort-Snep is intimate, intrusive, ironic; there’s nary a talking head in the picture. Rather, images of nervous hands and half-shut eyes, of bottles in a meeting hall and bottoms firmly planted in their chairs, immovable, accompany the conversations. The talk is fascinating, an exposé of process and passion, optimism and its opposite, the shadow of doubt. Among the politicians in the film are Novotny, Alexander Dubček, and General Ludvik Svoboda, whose election as president marks the end of the film and so much else.
• Photographed by Jozef Ort-Snep. (85 mins, In Czech, Slovak, and German with English subtitles)

Preceded by short:

Moravian Hellas (Moravská Hellas) (Karel Vachek, Czechoslovakia, 1963). A biting critique of the folkloric festivities encouraged by the Communist Party. (33 mins, In Czech with English subtitles)

• (Total running time: 118 mins, B&W, 35mm)

Sunday June 28

2:00  Záviš, the Prince of Pornofolk Under the Influence of Griffith’s Intolerance and Tati’s Mr. Hulot’s Holiday or The Rise and Fall of Czechoslovakia (1918–1992)

Karel Vachek (Czech Republic, 2006)

(Záviš, kníže pornofolku pod vlivem Griffithovy Intolerance a Tatiho Prázdnin pána Hulota aneb Vznik a zánik Československa [1918–1992]). A ketchup fight, a reconstruction of the battle of Austerlitz, and a motorbike show underscore the difficulties of the Czech Republic’s entrance into the global economy, which has been marked by corruption scandals and environmental disasters. According to Vachek, “Most world events are pseudo-events and most human activity is pseudo-activity. We engage in things that do not provide us with sustenance, do not lead to the preservation of the human species or the multiplication of knowledge. We engage in pseudo-activity and afterwards want to have fun or forget. We use energy, obtained from God knows where, use it for pseudo-activity and, thus, break the branch we sit on. That is what my film is about.”

• (147 mins, In Czech with English subtitles, Color, 35mm)
