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Television as the last instrument
of power

Normalization meant instilling new norms and values. For these purposes,
television was the best tool for reaching the masses. The Realization
Directive of the Main Programme Tasks of Czechoslovak Television,'
approved by the Central Committee of the CzCP, put it bluntly:

... to help the party to renew unity on the basis of Marxism-Leninism,
fortify the function of the socialist state as the power organ of the working
class and working people, use relentless factual propaganda to renew the
firm friendship of our nations with the Soviet Union and other socialist
countries, acquaint the viewers with the issues of the international
communist and workers’ movement, and to strengthen feelings of
international solidarity as well as to present our viewers the main
tendencies of the politics and economics of the advanced capitalist
countries.”

This obvious identification of the medium with ideological propaganda was
quite open and propaganda on the T'V screens was quite predictable. This is
how, among others, Jan Zelenka presented it in his publication, which was
intended for the viewing public in the midst of normalization in 1983.

I do not try to hide the fact that we are mindful of keeping the ideological
function in the forefront of our attention. Quite openly we serve the
socialist society, we want the ideas and policies of the Communist Party
to reach the awareness of our viewers, to help them identify with them it
and realize the tendencies, problems of life within our country, as well

! [Realizaéni smérnice hlavnich programovych tikoli CST?)

¥ Analytical Report on the Political and Ideological Activity of CST since November 1968 and
Programme, Organizational, and Cadre Measures [*Rozborovd zpriva o politickoideovém
pusobeni CST od listopadu 1968 a programovych, organizaénich a kddrovych opatienich’],
p. 8, in Cysafovd 1998b: supplement.
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FIGURE 12.1 Director and bis author. Jan Zelenka (left), director of CST during
the ‘normalization’ period 1969-1989 and Jaroslav Dietl, the most prolific
screemwriter of CST. The photo captures them during the shooting of the New Year’s
Eve Show The Fierce and Playful New Year’s Eve [‘Silvestr bravy a dravy’]. (© Jifina
Cynibulkovd, 1978).

as the outside world, and to understand the essential importance of the

unity of socialist partnership.
ZELENKA 1983b: 31

The viewers knew and understood the code of this communication
propaganda quite well - the vocabulary, style, figures of speech, formulations,
and ideas attacked them from all sides, not just from the TV or film screens.
Nobody was surprised when documentaries like Confession’(1971), which
told the story of exemplary communist party members, were aired as well as
others of this kind (Current Questions on the Development of Our Society,’

3 [*Vyznani’]
4 [‘Aktudlni otizky rozvoje nadi spolecnosti’]
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1980; Leninism: Everlasting Doctrine,’ 1980). These films served as blatant
propaganda of communist ideas; they were examples of how the viewers
should think and behave. Such examples, naturally, also came from the
Soviet television output, such as Viktor Pushkariov, Workman,® subtitled ‘a
Portrait of one of the Millions of Soviet Workers’, or All Their Sons’
about Soviet land forces (both from 1987). Apart from documentary and
journalistic programmes, which were served on a daily basis (Speaking of
the Conclusions from the 15th CzCP Congress®, 1977), there were also
programmes promoting friendship with the Soviet Union, such as the
magazine about the Soviet Union Rendezvous with Friends® (from 1978). It
was common for various cultural events to have a political dimension, such
as Political Song Festival in Sokolov.® The exemplary cooperation with the
USSR culminated when the only Czechoslovak (and first non-Soviet)
cosmonaut, Vladimir Remek, thanked Leonid Brezhnev and the Soviet
Union in a live broadcast from the Soyuz 28 spacecraft, for the possibility of
seeing the Earth from space.!!

Another group of programmes is represented by extensive projects
praising the role of Communist Party in the context of recent historical
developments: 15 episodes of 60 Years of CzCP' (1981), a series of 40
episodes interpreting the history of Czechoslovakia from the communist
point of view, Chronicle of Our Life!* (1985), and mainly three drama
series: Gottwald'* (to commemorate the 100th anniversary of the birth of
the first worker president and dictator, 1986), the 22-episode series The
Natives' (about the coming of age of a young communist, 1988) and the
greatest project of CST ever, The Thirty Cases of Major Zeman'¢ (1976-
1979). The last-mentioned project is considered an emblematic example of
the abuse of dramatic production to present an ideologically distorted
interpretation of this period. It introduces a socialist investigator who solves
any case, with the verve and commitment of James Bond, and although he
has a moment of ideological doubt in the midst of the series, he subsequently

5 [‘Leninismus: vé¢né Zivé uéent’]

¢ [‘Délnik Viktor Puskarjov’]

7 [*Vsichni jejich synové’] 5

¥ ['Hovofime o zdvérech XV. sjezdu KSC’]

? [‘Dostavenicko s pFiteli’]

10 [“Festival politické pisné Sokolov’]

"'We should mention here that Remek was the 87th person in space and a citizen of the third
country in the world which ‘got to see space’. This privilege was of Soviet compensation for the
invasion in 1968.

2160 let KSC’]

13 [*Kronika naseho Zivota’]

" [‘Gottwald’]

Y [‘Rodici’)

' [“TFicet ptipadfi majora Zemana’]
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FIGURE 12.2 Viadimir Brabec as the starring actor of Czechoslovak ‘James Bond’,
mafor Jan Zeman, in the bistory-twisting series The Thirty Cases of Major Zeman,
(© Jaromir Komdrek, 1976),

realizes his error and once again sets on the ‘right’ path.!” The series also
caused a number of controversial reactions when it was re-broadcast after
1989; CT decided that it was necessary to create a documentary for each of
the episodes explaining ‘how things were in reality’ and introduced each
of them with a debate (Thirty Returns,® 1999).

For its relentless ideological work, television received many awards
from the Party. While in 1969 it was condemned as a counter-revolutionary
force, now it was decorated with the highest state orders: the Order of
Labour (1973) “for the contribution to the consolidation of society and
fulfillment of the conclusions from the 14th Congress of the CzCP’ and the
Victorious February Order for its ‘outstanding contribution to the building

17 More in Rizicka 2005; Bilek 2013,
¥ [“TFicet ndvrat’]
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FIGURE 12.3 Director of CST Jan Zelenka introduces the first and only
Czechoslovak cosmonaut, Viadimir Remek, in the Seat for the Guest programme.
(© Vlasta Gronskd, 1982).

of a socialist country’. In 1988, in the last full year of Czechoslovak
communism, the secretariat of the Central Committee gave thanks to the
‘increased awareness of television viewers related to the work of the party
organs and organizations’.!” Jan Zelenka?® himself was honoured and in the
1980s he was invited to become a candidate of the Central Committee of the
CzCP (1981), before receiving membership in 1986 (Bednatik 2015: 124).
Aside from his ideological reliability and managerial competence he created
and at first also hosted programmes such as Seat for the Guest*. ‘Seat for
the Guest proves that we have top elites among our intelligentsia and that
these people are connected with the working classes and serve our Party’,
wrote Zelenka.

' 25 February 1988 material from the Secretariat of the CC CzCP.
2 [Réd price] (1973), [Rad Vitézného tinora] (1983).
3 [“Kfeslo pro hosta’]
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Watching such personalities on the TV screen is compelling. Live broadcagy
about the heroes of the socialist workforce are indeed also powerful, Thyg
we show on the TV News each evening the exemplary workers, furemen’
and engineers whose ability to deal with economic hardships sets an:
example for others or, even, a pretext for the criticism of those l‘dgging
behind. People like seeing good examples.

ZELENKA 1983b, 35

Both the authorities and TV managers were pleased with the ideologicy|
development of TV programming.

However, the satisfactory relationship between television and ijgg
viewers was to be reached in another way. Political and propaganda-baseq
content was not attractive to viewers. The nation, its members fleeing 1o
the privacy contained behind the fences of their weekend houses, would
be instead engaged by either entertainment programmes (such as the great
New Year’s Eve vaudevilles or a copy of the East German show Eiy

Oeskoslovenska televize
Praha
Hlavni mdagce
propagandy
a dokumentaristiky
uvadi poirad

FIGURE 12.4 Caption introducing one of the CST documentary series at the
beginning of the normalization period. It says: ‘Czechoslovak Television Pragué,
Main Department of Propaganda and Documentary Production presents . . i
Propaganda was at that time an open form of communication. (Screenshot from The
house in Vladislavova Street or the history of The Burgher Hall [‘Diim ve Viadislavové
ulici aneb historie Mést anské besedy’]). (Source: APF CT, 1973).
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Eribuna

PRSP R ERAEON L

FIGURE 12.5 One of the many political debates on the CST screen, here called
(somewhat paradoxically) the Free Tribune. (© J. Simek, 1982).

Kessel Buntes called Televarieté), or by fairy tales for adults — the TV series.
These shows were original dramatic output, created and appreciated
at home long before Brazilian telenovelas and American soap operas invaded
TV screens after the fall of the communist regime. Quite incredibly, CST
created 280 series catering for a whole spectrum of interests and tastes in the
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FIGURE 12.6 Televarieté (1971-1997) — entertainment show inspired by the East
German TV show Ein Kessel Buntes. In the foreground are its hosts and authors
Viadimir Dvotik and Jifina Bobdalovd. (© Miroslav Pospisil, 1977).

course of its existence, some of which became quite iconic in Czechoslovakia.
Some of them are worth a closer look as they represent specific functions.

The first of these functions was direct politicization, which would
comprise the above-mentioned works.

But the second function was that of direct apoliticization, or
depoliticization. Here belongs the plethora of television serial drama
productions, ranging from comedic series about relationships, through
historical TV series, all the way to productions for the family and children.
Most of these programmes took place in a world familiar to the viewers,
for example within the village (The Cottagers,* 1975; Doctor from the

2 [“‘Chalupafi’)
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Reserved Property,™ 1981), the urban city (There Was Once a House.2*
1974; Today in One House, 1981) the family (Just an Ordinary Fmﬂf_zy’%
1971; The Novdk Dynasty,*” 1981) or the many various levels of schnjol
(e.g. We All Attend School,*® 1983; Third Floor*, 1985), Alternatively, other
programmes were placed in attractive and exceptional EHViI‘OI‘lI‘[‘lEDt’; such
as the kitchens of luxurious hotels (Embarrassment of Cook Svatog;fuk 30
1985), a dam (Good Water, 1985), the world of horse racing (The Cre:;zt
Saddle, 1982), or behind the scenes of the demanding work of the Prague
Ambulance Service (The Ambulance,” 1984). Traditionally, popular crime

FIGURE 12.7 The Cottagers was one of the first normalization series, about
village relationships, which was well tried and tested and popular. Actors from the
left: Josef Kemr and Jifi Sovak, dir. Frantisek Filip. (© Ivan Mind#, 1975).

3 [‘Doktor z vejminku’]

24 [‘Byl jednou jeden ddm’)

¥ [‘Dnes v jednom domé’]

26 [“Takova normilni rodinka’]
‘Dynastie Novdk®’]

2 [*My vsichni skolou povinn{’]
 [“T¥et{ patro’]

¥ [‘Rozpaky kuchafe Svatopluka’]
31 [*Sanitka’)

27[
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FIGURE 12.8 On social and political orders, CST also created series de,
various types of education— here a photo from the shooting of the s i
dedicated to the problems of vocational students. (© Jaroslay Trousil,

and detective series (e.g. Prague Panopticon,> 1986; Adventures of
Criminalistics,® 1989) built on the time-proven narratives featuring capable
and popular detectives or criminal police departments dealing with as utterly
apolitical crimes as possible. History series chose topics solely from the
nineteenth century, such as Alexander Dumas Senior** (1970) about the
French writer, an adaptation of Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre® (1972), or
the story of a patriotic bourgeois family living in Prague from the nineteenth
century, Bad Blood>*(1986) which was a follow up to the popular Marriages
of Convenience” from 1968.

#2 [*Panoptikum mésta prazského’]
* ['Dobrodruzstvi kriminalistiky’]
* [‘Alexander Dumas starsi’]

¥ [‘Jana Eyrova’]

3 [Z14 krev’]

¥ [‘Statky z rozumu’]
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The TV series for families and children built on Czechoslovakia’s existing
reputation for excellence in animation and productions for children.® A
pumber of these were made as co-productions with the Barrandov Studios,
some were even co-produced with the West German TV station WRD.
Series like Mr. Tau? (1972-1977), about a man with a magic hat and
umbrella who could transform into a pocket-size figure, became a hit even
outside the Eastern Bloc. Other such apolitical series which provided an
escape from reality included the fairy-tale series Arabela (1980), showed

FIGURE 12.9 Mr. Tau - one of the successful co-production projects for children
realized with the West (1) German TV WRD. (1969, 1970-1978, 1988) Here a photo
from the shooting of the epizode Mr. Tau and the Sorceress. [“Pan Tan a kouzelnice’])
(© Josef Vitek, 1977).

°* A significant film which belongs among popular highlights to this day, and not only in

¥ [*Pan Taw’)
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FIGURE 12.10 Krkonose Fairly Tales [‘Krkonosské pobddky’] (1973-1984) based
on Marie Kubdtovd’s books was the first series with actors for The Bad Time Stories,
Actors from the left: Frantisek Peterka and Ilja Prachaf, dir. Véra Jordanova. (© lvan
Minar, 1974).

how Hansel and Gretel entered a fairy-tale and the fairy-tale characters then
entered the real world; The Visitors*® (1983) was about time travellers who
went back in time from 2484 to 1984 to save the planet; and Circus
Humberto (1988) a spectacular saga about comedians and circus people
roaming around Europe.

The third type of series popular at the time could be decribed as
metaphorical. Either by coincidence or design, the series offered analogies
which were not overtly political, but viewers could read between the lines
and find hidden political meaning in them. The series E L. Vék was an
adaptation of the Czech novel by Alois Jirasek written at the turn of the
twentieth century. Its author, who was even then one of the nation’s most
respected writers and one who, in a patriotic and renaissance spirit, mapped

40 [‘Navstévnici’]
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FIGURE 12.11 Ji and Hele are plush characters, controlled using the principle
of black theater in a programme for children called Your Chum Studio. [*Studio
kamardd’] (1981-1991). Inspiration was found partly in Sesame Street. The two

characters were created by Stanislav Holy and screenplay writer Alena Jurdskovd.
(© P. Hodan, 1982).

the history of the Czech nation in his literary works, was discredited in the
Stalinist era by forceful, communist misinterpretations and the megalomaniac
promotion of his oeuvre. E L. Vék is the story of a patriotic Czech who
leaves his small town and moves to Prague at the end of the eighteenth
century, where he ends up meeting W. A. Mozart and all those who promoted
Czech as a spoken language, and longs for equality with the German element
there. Work began on a TV adaptation presenting an authentic portrayal of
the romantic nature of the nineteenth-century Czech National Revival in the
midst of historical Prague shortly before the beginning of normalization,
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FIGURE 12.12 E L.Vék (1969), an adaptation of a Czech literary classic, situated
at the beginning of the national revival of the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. Since it was broadcast shortly after the occupation began in 1968, the
audience felt a number of parallels. Actors from the left: Radoslav Brzobobaty and
Vlastimil Brodsky, dir. Frantisek Filip. (© Milo§ Schmiedberger, 1969).

making it onto TV screens in 1971. The series faced extensive censorship
(religious symbols were removed and the whole of Episode 13 was banned),
but the authorities did not dare to ban the classic completely. The main
characters of the series long for their country’s independence and hope that
the strong Czech nation will be able to free itself from its shackles. “The
Czech candle has not been extinguished; it is merely asleep!’ are the
concluding words of the main character. Given the year and political
situation this could have been perceived as subversive.

One of the most interesting types of programming from this period are
those programmes which were ordered by the regime, but pretended to be
apolitical. In an ideal situation, an engaging programme was seasoned with
elements of propaganda’, writes the Head of the Media Studies Department
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at Charles University in Prague, Petr Bednatik (Bednatik 2015: 125a). These
works were labelled ‘contemporary series’. Propaganda was considered to
be television’s most valuable offering:

While American producers and authors today admit with resignation
that series production in their country is increasingly subject to the
pressure of advertising and cheap entertainment, television series in the
socialist countries aim, first and foremost, to capture the real problems of
contemporary man, his life, and the world he lives in.

TESAR 1983: 29

Obviously, the series did not portray reality as it was experienced by many
people, but rather an ideological construct created by the regime.*!

The seemingly innocent series The Woman bebind the Counter (1977),
centred on the life of a deli sales assistant named Anna Holubova. The aim
of the series was to construct an archetype of the exemplary socialist woman.,
This character not only manages to do her work with perfection and sorts
out various personal problems, but she is, above all, a ‘woman of firm moral
principles and exceptional personal qualities who enters the lives of the
other members of her co-workers through their commonly shared work
place’ (MareSova 2010: 86). The political awareness of this shopkeeper was
emphasised by the fact that she was played by the most ardent of communist
actresses, Jifina Svorcova. She, as well as the heroine the actress created,
immediately became a celebrity and an icon.

The idyllic portrayal of a well-stocked supermarket had little bearing on
reality. Under communism, shoppers had to queue to buy exotic fruit, or
sleep in front of shops in order to buy a piece of furniture in the morning
before it sold out. Alternatively, friends would help them get some goods
under-the-counter. The series was bordering on the absurd when, in the
fourth episode, the heroine received an accidental delivery of two thousand
chocolate bunnies, or in the tenth episode, where she complained that she
had so many bananas that she did not know where to put them. A shop with
such a politically conscious heroine was a utopia or maybe even a dream for
some, but by no means did it resemble reality. The British-Czech scholar, Jan
Culik, has argued that: “The main purpose of this TV series was to legitimize
the post-invasion regime. The Woman behind the Counter tried hard to
construct the illusion that the supporters of the post-invasion regime were in

1 More in (Carpentier-Reifovd, Bednatik, Dominik 2013; Reifovd, Bednatik 2008a; Kopal
20085, 2014, 2016, 2018).




212 TOTALITARIANISM AND TELEVISION IN CZECHOSLOVAKIA

FIGURE 12.13 In a number of series the authors attempted so-called soft
propaganda — they portrayed incessant office meetings, party offence of all kinds or
politics on all levels while the main characters struggled with their own flaws and
doubts. This was at least the case in the series directed by Jaroslav Dudek, such as
The Region in the North (1980). (© Pfiba Mrizovd, 1980).

fact well-loved members of the Czech national community’ (Culik
2013:110).

This series was created by Jaroslav Dietl, a skilled scriptwriter who was
involved in all major TV series made by Czechoslovak Television from the
very beginning. He was a workaholic (having written 27 series, 9 theatet
plays and 14 film screenplays) and a master of transforming the political
into something seemingly apolitical. His series created exemplary socialist
characters who had their faults and doubs, but in the end always realized
that they were wrong. After the success of the The Woman Behind the
Counter, he scripted a series about a group of young engineers who were
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trying to perfect a loom (The Engineer Odyssey®, 1979) and another one
about men collecting the harvest (Tin Cavalry,* 1979). Among his other
heroes and their environments are, for example, the bandmaster of a miners’
music band (The Dispatcher,** 1972). Dietl also wrote saga of a glass-maker
and his family (The Sons and Daughters of Jakub the Glass-maker," 1984)
and TV series about various apolitical officials one of whom who served as
the foreman of a collectivized agriculture cooperative (JZD) (The Youngest
of the Hamr Family,* 1975), another as a chairman of a local national
committee (Man at City Hall,¥” 1976) and yet another as the secretary of a
regional committee of the communist party in a larger town (The Region in
the North,** 1980). Regardless of how well they were written, these works
discreetly reinforced the idea of socialism and, apart from the two last-
mentioned, pretended to focus on their protagonists’ personal lives and their
relationship to their work. Dietl ‘was hired to mask a kind of ambiguity
found in society’, says Paulina Bren. ‘He did it while entertaining the whole
nation’ (Bren 2010/2013: 293). His series, described by film theoretician
Jaromir Blazejovsky (BlaZejovsky 2014),

were successful not because they were propaganda-based, but because
they could pretend that they were merely soft propaganda with whose
assertions (success of socialist agriculture, of socialist healthcare, of
apartment construction ...) and a moderate dose of ‘constructive’
communal criticism the unprejudiced viewer could identify.

Dietl’s TV series starred a number of famous actors and they have remained
popular to this day among older viewers. As stated in a newspaper article,
‘many representatives of the current Czechoslovak TV series have found
their way into the hearts of millions’ (Tesdr 1983: 29).

The peak of Dietl’s career was the series The Hospital at the End of the
City* (1978 and second series 1981), which, alongside The Woman bebind
the Counter, is considered to be one of the most typical series of the
normalization era. The hospital environment (long before M. A. S. H. and
others made it to Central Europe) offered Dietl an apolitical environment in
which to develop characters and follow their transformation. Unlike the main
character, Sova, a Senior Consultant and highly respected orthopaedic
specialist, the young and flirtatious doctor BlaZej turns out to be, despite his

#2 [‘InZenyrsky odyssea’]

4 [‘Plechova kavalérie’]

4 [‘Dispeler’]

45 [‘Synové a deery Jakuba sklife’]
46 ["Nejmladsi z rodu Hamr’]

47 ['Muz na radnici’]

4% [‘Okres na severu’]

9 [‘Nemocnice na kraji mésta’]




214 TOTALITARIANISM AND TELEVISION IN CZECHOSLOVAKIA

FIGURE 12.14 Oune of the most popular Czechoslovak series, The Hospital at
the End of the City (1978 and 1981), also directed by Jaroslav Dudek. (© Priba
Mrizovd, 1978).

professionalism, a characterless cynic, especially in his treatment of women,
While the aging and wise-cracking doctor Strosmajer is able to stay on top of
things, the ambitious doctor Cvach is, on the contrary, a prototype of an
ingratiating amateur, These relationships are dominated by the young and
personable doctor Alzbéta Cenkova, who also serves as the unifying story line.
Themes of professionalism, courage, character, and love drive the 20-episode
series, while politics receives but a fleeting mention. However, just as The
Woman bebind the Counter did not feature a real supermarket, this series did
not feature a typical hospital either. In reality, healthcare in Czechoslovakia
was beset by material problems while doctors and nurses weren’t known for
their upbeat nature. ‘Dietl portrayed the hospital as we would like to see it,
regardless of the political regime’, wrote Petr Bednaiik and Irena Reifovd. ‘A
hospital in which we only see the successfully treated patients, where staff are
supervised by a strict head nurse, the corridors and the wards are clean, and
medicine is always available. This is why the series could easily be screened
also in capitalist West Germany’ (Bednaiik-Reifova 2008: 73).
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Today, Dietl’s series are considered as an important part of the country’s
cultural heritage. Some are undeniably dramatic and feature skilful direction
and acting. At the same time, they discreetly satisfied political requirements.
The playwright and politically persecuted dissident Vaclav Havel wrote to
his wife Olga in the midst of the normalization period (1980):

I have seen some more episodes of this Dietl series which were not as
idiotic as the one I mentioned last time, but it is still typical Dietl with all
that brings. I would like to write an essay about this phenomenon.>

Color television in the black-and-white
normalization period

The impression that Czechoslovak normalization culture was comprised
of only propaganda and of TV series which twisted reality would, however,
be wrong. There was also music, theater, film, and other productions which
existed in a kind of grey zone, between the state-sanctioned official culture
and the independent world of the underground. Authors and performers
who operated in this grey zone were in constant danger; however, they were
tolerated. Folk music was another example of alternative culture free from
ideological pressure; moreover, through its close links to nature it offered a
moderate parallel to the hippy movement. The original and highly personal
songwriting of the genre bordered on protest songs, its supporters gathered
in thousands at festivals closely observed by the police. Attending these
concerts was a political demonstration of a kind.*! Folk songwriters looked
for ways to appeal to their listeners and viewers through ambiguities,
parallels, metaphors; some of them managed to maintain a free-thinking
attitude even within the officially approved limits.

The authors from this grey zone were permitted to appear on TV, but
they were limited to low-profile programmes. They were nevertheless also
present in the public sphere. Some of the projects which television had not
been able to produce itself for ideological reasons actually eventually made
their way onto the TV screens. For example, the six-part documentary series
about young couples entitled Marriage Stories’? (1986) was in fact a filmed
sociological experiment. In her longitudinal documentaries, the young

0 Viclav Havel’s letter from October 4, 1980 (Havel 1999: 234).
" More in Houda 2014,
52 [*Manzelské etudy’]
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director Helena Tiestikova®® followed six couples for six years from the
moment of their weddings, meanwhile diagnosing the causes of the frequen;
break-ups of these marriages. These problems were not only caused by the
relationships as such, but the material conditions as well as the entire blea
atmosphere found in society were significant factors, and thus, the
documentaries became a critique of the historical moment as a whole. Quite
surprisingly, this series was broadcast by Czechoslovak Television as part of
the youth programme Television Youth Club,** a programme that wag
always introduced and concluded with a debate on a given topic.

However strict the ideological conditions in CST may have been,
Zelenka’s management undeniably allowed for the creation of a number of
quality dramatic programmes, numerous first-rate theater performances
recorded for television (the Welcome to the Theaters cycle), as well as
concerts of classical music (e.g. the traditional festival Prague Spring or
Zelenka’s own programme Music from the Respirinin®®). He was aware of
the fact that the specifics of television allow for more than only entertainment
or informational forms of communication, but, at the same time, he knew
‘his’ audience. As a TV professional, he wanted to offer a diverse programme
‘so that the viewer liked his television’”(Zelenka 1983b: 33). To that end, he
worked with skilled authors such as the director Frantiek Filip, or, apart
from Dietl, scriptwriters such as Jifi Hubad, Oldfich Danék, Petr Zikmund
(the pseudonym of Jan Otcendsek), Zdenék Svérdk,”” and others who the
StB lists deemed to be threats of the second and third order (Zadek 2003
V1.: 13). The psychological films dealing with alcoholism, trust, and failure
such as The Fall of Icarus®™ (1977) and Birds of Passage® (1977), honour
and friendship (Unripe Raspberries,” (1982), the single mother’s lot (The
Needle,*' (1982)), the defence of one’s dignity (The Platfus Case," (1985),
or the apocrypha from ancient Greece found in the The Woman from
Corinthus® (1986), surely belong to the treasure trove of European TV

5 Helena Trestikovd, one of the most renowned Czech film makers, has used this method
throughout her whole carcer, For her film Rend (2008), in which she followed the originally
young offender, she received the so-called European Oscar, Prix Arte European Film Academy
Documentary 2008. See also Beaton 2018,

* [*Televizni klub mladych’]

7 [*Zveme vis do divadla’]

* [‘Hudba z respiria’]

7 Zdenék Svérik is an actor and screcplay writer of Oscarnominated film My Swect Little
Village [Vesnicko mi sefediskovd] (dir. Jiti Menzel, 1985) and later Oscar-winning film Kolya
[Kolja] (dir. Jan Svérdk, 1996).

¥ [‘Ikarav pid’]

¥ [“Tazni ptaci’]

® [“Nezralé maliny’]
¢ [Jehla®]

e Prlp ad Platfus’
1 [Zena z Korinta’)
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FIGURE 12.15 Among the internationally acclaimed bighlights of television
dramaturgy, The Fall of Icarus (1977) by Jiti Hubal, directed by Frantisek Filip.
Actor Viadimir Mensik. (© Ivan Mindt, 1977).

drama production. They were also praised at international festivals, namely
for the individual performances of actors (Jana Brejchova in Plovdiv,
Vladimir Mensik in Monte Carlo, etc.). Likewise, the so-called Bratislava
Mondays became a phenomenon, broadcasting original TV drama
performances from the Slovak central television studio. They were often
adaptations of classical theatrical or literary works and maintained an
exceptionally high standard.

Moreover, what was ideologically impossible in Prague, became possible
in one of the smaller studios of CST. The dramatic productions from Brno
were quite remarkable (e.g. American Tragedy, 1976) (Hlavica 2012), as
were documentary programmes from Ostrava (e.g. the one about traditional
crafts Witnesses of the Past,* 1985) or from Kosice. Due to the participation
of some undesirable persons, who often worked under pseudonyms, some
projects were intentionally moved to other cities, such as Bratislava. This is

&4 [*Za svédky minulosti’)
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how the animated series about two clumsy neighbours, Pat and Mat, Wag
created, or the documentary series which explored new findings about SPace
with the astronomer Jifi Grygar, Space Windows Wide Open® (1981), One
of its participants was the then politically inconvenient journalist V],
Zelezny (pseudonym Vladimir Silny), who became the general directoy
the strongest commercial television in the Czech Republic after 1989, Ty
NOVA.

According to broadcast guidelines, 60 per cent of television output had ¢,
consist of content produced in the Eastern Bloc, but for the rest, they were
able to screen programmes made in the capitalist world. Czechosloyg)e
viewers were therefore able to watch the English series The Forsyte
Saga, The Professionals, Dempsey and Makepeace, Randall and Hopkirp
Deceased, the French detective series Comissaire Moulin, the German Tatos
(Crime Scene), the Italian La Piovra (The Octopus), the Australian All
the Rivers Run and a whole range of films, mainly from France, Local
audiences became acquainted with French actors such as Louis de Fungs,
Jean Paul Belmondo, Alain Delon, Pierre Richard, and the Italians By
Spencer (Carlo Pedersoli) and Terrence Hill (Mario Girotti). An exceptiona|
occasion for the viewers was the broadcast of the Soviet-American serjes
The Unknown War® (1980), which was created in conjunction with the
Central Studio for Documentary Film of the USSR and the American
company AiR Time International. It was directed by the Soviet pro-regime
director Roman Karmen, featuring the American actor Burt Lancaster,
In Czechoslovakia, it was viewed by an estimated audience of 7—§ million
viewers.

The range of programmes on offer increased dramatically under
normalization, and CST reached new heights of creativity, but also
technologically.

At the beginning of 1970, the TV studios Kavé{ Hory, Prague, came into
use, putting an end to the use of provisional spaces in Burgher Hall and
elsewhere in Prague. Nine years later, the TV news studio was completed.
Slovakia also opened the first two buildings of the Mlynska Dolina television
complex and other studios followed.

The technical parameters of broadcasting were further perfected. A trial
run of the station of satellite connections (1971) was launched, transmission
tacilities were further upgraded, while the design of the new 93 metre-high
transmitter on the JeStéd mountain in the form of a rotational hyperboloid
received the prestigious architectonic Perrot Prize in France (architect Karel
Hubadek, 1973). The transmitter became a well-known landmark. In 1981,

dimgy

“ [*Okna vesmiru dokofan’]
" [*Velkd vlastenecka vilka’]
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FIGURE 12.16 A 93 metre-high transmitter on Mount Jestéd near Liberec was
built in 1973. The building is a national cultural monument and is on the list of
proposed UNESCO objects. (© Martin Stoll, 2014).

radio and television broadcasters experimented with joint stereophonic
broadcasts at the final concert of the Prague Spring festival of classical
music. Experiments with other information transmissions were carried out,
such as teletext (1982 trial, 1988 regular).

The most influential and exciting new feature was, however, the
introduction of the second channel of CST and the beginning of color
broadcasting. On 10 May 1970, a second channel was launched, representing
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FIGURE 12.17 Old ad on Czechoslovak TV by ORAVA (Source: AMS, 1979).

a kind of ‘counterpoint to the first channel with regard to content and
genre’. (Kos¢o 1981: 39) Its creative team contained a number of people
who had been prevented from appearing on TV in the wake of the 1968
invasion. It was this channel that started to experiment with color
broadcasting: the first attempt at color transmission was the World
Championship in skiing in the High Tatra Mountains on 14 February 1970.
Regular color broadcasts began on 9 May 1973, and toward the end of
the year even some of the programmes of the first channel were broadcast
in colour. Regular color broadcasting on the first channel started also on
9 May, two years later, in 1975. CST also kept pace with new video
technologies and from 1980 it recorded its programmes on FUJI half-inch
tape.




