Import / Export /
Rock’n’Roll — The Movement

of Popular Music (Among Other
Things) Across the Iron Curtain

Petr Ferenc

An obvious leitmotif of the exhibition, which was on display in the areas for exhibits from
the end of March 2019 to the end of June 2020, is the tension between the spontaneous and
the official, the desired and the permitted, the forbidden and the defiant. Before the Velvet
Revolution 31 years ago, the presence and ‘Spread of popular music in Czechoslovakia during
Normalisation” (the exhibition’s subtitle) was a matter over which the state struggled for
totalitarian control.

The team of authors limited itself to studying the period of the Berlin Wall’s existence,
i.e. from 1961 to 1989. Properly speaking, Normalisation did not begin until ca. 1969, but
the beginning of the chosen era overlaps more or less with the worldwide advent of “youth
culture’; of which the most lasting musical product was the brand new and still to this day
more or less accepted understanding of the role and importance of popular music and of
rock music in particular. In addition, the approach of the Czechoslovak state to English-
language popular music did not change very much with the exception of the thaw before and
during the Prague Spring.

To the regime, which had nationalised not only industry, but also culture, it soon became
fairly clear that Western popular music (to this day, the words “the Beatles” have lost little of
their urgency) could not be ignored, so it committed itself to what now appears to us to be
a Quixotic struggle in the field of cultural policy, and it incorporated pop music, beat music,
and later rock music into its planning for the generation and approval of “unobjectionable”
artistic production. In other words, it assumed the roles of agent, presenter, publisher,
manager, and censor.

Unsurprisingly, the result was a shortage. The state was incapable of satisfying the
listeners’ demand for ideological and economic reasons, but it had no intention of giving
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Import / Export / Rock’n’Roll — The Movement of Popular Music Across the Iron Curtain

up its monopoly. It retained control over foreign trade, and it prosecuted any kind of
spontaneous, do-it-yourself activities as disorderly conduct or trafficking in illegal goods.
Broken down into several topical categories (radio, “magnitizdat’, i.e. unauthorised self-
publishing of recordings, licensed recordings, black markets, concerts, Tuzex,' exile), the
exhibition Import / Export / Rock'n’Roll offered insights into the degree to which the state
succeeded.

In view of the fact that pop music truly was a mass phenomenon, and was not just
proclaimed as such, most of the exhibits on display consisted of various kinds of “multiples’,
i.e. gramophone record covers, packaging for cassette tapes, and a wide variety of musical
printed matter. Audiovisual content in the form of period video clips, recorded live concerts,
and excerpts from songs was supplemented by material such as film works by Petr Nikolaev,
Jan Sagl, and Milan Knizak that are not routinely shown. Interactive aspects of the exhibition
included the opportunity to play creatively with gramophones, tape recorders, and an
analogue synthesiser, and there was also a popular exhibit of licensed gramophone records
published by Supraphon and Opus, which were presented in the form of a record shop.

Individual rooms of the exhibition were dedicated to the reception and jamming of
Western radio stations like Radio Free Europe or Radio Luxembourg (RTL), the more-or-
less tolerated musical press (the journal Melodie vs. the publications of the Jazz Section),
the infrequent stops made in Czechoslovakia by foreign stars on world tours, and foreign
repertoire with the original texts replaced by words in Czech. Sometimes truly bizarre
controversies were among the few ways to get foreign repertoire played on radio and
television. One of the attractions of the exhibition was a screen with the original side-by-
side with a cover version with original clips. The viewer could use a switch to choose which
soundtrack to listen to.

Thanks to the layout of the Czech Museum of Music, the original cobblestone floor of
a small part of the building helped create the illusion of the Prague street Spanélska as one
of the sites of the frequently relocated Sunday black market for gramophone records. One
interesting interactive exhibit consisted of mock-ups of titles that are documented by period
photographs or film footage as having been sold at the markets; holding the cover up to
a sensor activated playback of the song in question in headphones.

The exhibition also devoted space to non-English-speaking foreign popular music. Besides
Italian pop (and the exceptional case of the American singer and actor Dean Reed, who
decided to “immigrate to the East”), this mostly involved music of from the allied countries
of the Eastern Bloc, the distribution of which was strongly supported through festivals like
Intertalent or Bratislava Lyre.

The efforts to export Czechoslovak popular music beyond the country’s borders were
represented by Vaclav Neckdr’s licensed albums and the covers of the groups Olympic and
Blue Effect sung in the languages of the target market, i.e. German or English. A particular

1) Tuzex was a store chain that sold luxury items and did not accept payment in Czechoslovak currency.
Customers paid using vouchers received from banks (or the black market) in exchange for hard currency from
abroad. Tuzex went out of business in 1992.
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type of export was presented in the final room devoted to exiled musicians and producers
(Karel Kryl, the Safrdn 78 label, Jan Hammer Jr., Jiif Smetana, Ivan Kral...).

One of the most attractive exhibits was a Czechoslovak Grazioso electric guitar, which
won a prize at Expo 58 in Brussels. It was exported to the United Kingdom under the
trademark Futurama, and George Harrison and Jimmy Page were among the players who
used it as novice musicians. Commemorating the samizdat era are pressings of sound
recordings made on x-ray film, reel-to-reel tape recorders, and the so-called “police book” of
the samizdat publisher Petr Cibulka.

The visitors to the exhibition who had lived through the period in question best
understood the ambiguity of experiencing the still living history of everyday life — in their
thoughts, memories of repression involving access to current popular music from the West
were intermingled with nostalgic recollections associated with the music heard in spite of
the authorities. The authors and instructors used worksheets and guided tours to try to elicit
the same feelings among the younger or foreign visitors.

Besides guided tours (Petr Ferenc, Mariana Lebedovd) and school field trips with
instructors, there were a number of auxiliary programmes at the exhibition, such as concerts
given by Mikolas Chadima and his group Extempore, and Milan Knizak, whose “broken
music” was presented at the exhibition as a subgenre of avant-garde music that emerged in
Czechoslovakia and first gained recognition beyond the country’s borders.

Those who remember the gramophone markets were able to reminisce about them twice
in the museum hall, and the café was used more than once for listening programmes and
forums. Besides the dean of Czech musical journalism Jifi Cerny, guests were recruited
mostly from among members and fans of the Jazz Section. Cooperation between the Czech
Museum of Music and the successor organisation Jazz Section 1971-1988 led in 2019 to the
creation of the Jazz Section Centre, which plans to acquire and research the archival material
of the original Jazz Section. The exhibition Import / Export / Rock'n’'Roll can be said to be
resonating at the National Museum even now that it is over.
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Rock’n’Roll — Nejen
o pohybu populdrni hudby

pbres Zeleznou oponu

Petr Ferenc

Evidentnim leitmotivem prehlidky, jez byla ve vystavnich prostorach umisténa od konce
brezna 2019 do konce ¢ervna 2020, je napéti mezi spontdnnim a oficidlnim, touzenym a po-
volenym, zapovézenym a vyvzdorovanym. Provozovani a ,$iveni populdrni hudby v norma-
lizacnim Ceskoslovensku*“ (jak znél podtitul vystavy) bylo az do listopadového pievratu pred
jednatticeti lety zélezitosti boje o totalni statni kontrolu.

Autorsky tym vymezil zkoumané obdobi existenci Berlinské zdi, tedy lety 1961-1989.
O normalizaci sice mtizeme hovorit az priblizné od roku 1969, pocatek zvolené éry se ale
viceméné kryje s celosvétovym nastupem ,mladeznické” kultury, jejimz nejtrvalejsim hu-
debnim plodem bude zcela nové, dodnes viceméné platné chapani role a vyznamu popular-
ni, predevsim rockové hudby. Pristup ¢eskoslovenského statu k anglofonni popularni hudbé
se navic s vyjimkou uvolnéni pred Prazskym jarem a v jeho pribéhu zas tolik neménil.

Rezimu, ktery znarodnil a centralizoval nejen vyrobu, ale i kultury, zacalo byt pomérné
brzy ztejmé, ze zapadni popularni hudbu (klicové slovo Beatles dodnes ztratilo jen malo
ze své naléhavosti) nelze ignorovat. Pustil se tedy do dnesnima o¢ima donkichotského boje
na poli kulturni politiky a zaradil pop music, beat, pozdéji rock do svého planovani vyroby
i schvalovani ,nezavadné” umélecké produkce. Jinymi slovy, vzal na sebe roli agentury, pora-
datele, nakladatele, manazera i cenzora.

Neprekvapivym dusledkem byl nedostatek. Poptavku posluchacu stét nebyl s to uspokojit
z ideologickych i ekonomickych divodi, monopolu se ale nehodlal vzdat, stél o zahrani¢ni
obchod a jakoukoli spontanni (do-it-yourself) aktivitu stihal jako vytrznictvi ¢i nedovolené
podnikani. Vystava Import / Export / Rock’n’Roll prinesla v nékolika tematickych okruzich —
rozhlas, magnitizdat, licencované nahréavky, cerné burzy, koncerty, tuzex, exil — pohledy na
to, do jaké miry se mu to darilo.
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Milan Knizak and Petr Ferenc in a programme of deconstructed music titled BROKEN REBROKEN /
Milan Knizak a Petr Ferenc v programu destruované hudby BROKEN REBROKEN
© Anna Bastyrova

Vzhledem ke skutec¢né, nikoliv pouze proklamované masovosti pop music tvorily vétsi-
nu vystavenych exponattt nejraznéjsi typy multiples, presnéji obaly gramofonovych desek
a magnetofonovych kazet a nejriznéjsi hudebni tiskoviny. Audiovizualni obsah v podobé
dobovych videoklipt, koncertnich zdznamt a pisnovych ukazek byl doplnén mj. bézné ne-
uvadénymi filmovymi dily Petra Nikolaeva, Jana Sagla a Milana Knizdka. Interaktivni stran-
ku vystavy doplnovaly moznosti tvarci hry s gramofony, magnetofony a analogovym syn-
tetizérem, popularité se tésila i expozice licencnich desek vydavatelstvi Supraphon a Opus
prezentovand formou prodejny s gramodeskami.

Jednotlivé mistnosti vystavy byly vénovany prijmu a ruseni zdpadnich rozhlasovych sta-
nic typu Svobodné Evropy ¢i Radia Luxembourg, vice i méné povolovanému hudebnimu tis-
ku (¢asopis Melodie versus publikace Jazzové sekce), ne¢etnym ceskoslovenskym zastavkam
na turné zahrani¢nich hvézd i zahrani¢nimu repertoaru pretextovanému do cestiny. Misty
opravdu bizarni coververze byly jednou z nemnoha moznosti, jak dostat zahrani¢ni reper-
toar do rozhlasu i televize. Obrazovka, na niz vedle sebe bézi original a coververze i s pavod-
nimi klipy a divak muze prepinac¢em volit zvukovou stopu, byla jednou z atrakci vystavy.

Diky dispozici Ceského muzea hudby mohla na pavodnich ko¢icich hlavéch, jez se nal¢-
zaji v malé ¢asti objektu, vyriist iluze prazské Spanélské ulice coby jednoho z déjist ¢asto se
stehujicich nedélnich ¢ernych burz s gramodeskami. Zajimavym interaktivnim prvkem byly
makety tituld, jez se na burzach dle dobovych fotografii i filmovych zdznam prokazatelné
prodavaly; po prilozeni obalu k ¢idlu zaznéla ve sluchatkich patfi¢na pisen.
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Své misto méla na vysta-
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italské (a vyjimky v osobé BRPISLOVENS
amerického zpévaka a herce '
Deana Reeda, jenz se rozho-
dl ,emigrovat na vychod®)
slo vesmés o hudbu spra-
telenych statti vychodniho
bloku, jejiz $ireni stat vyraz-
né podporoval velkorysymi
festivaly typu Intertalent c¢i
Bratislavska lyra.

Snahy o export ceskoslo-
venské populdrni hudby za
hranice statu byly priblize-
ny licen¢nimi alby Vaclava
Neckare a skupin Olympic
a Blue Effect prezpivany-
mi do jazyku cilového trhu,
tedy do némciny, resp. ang-
lictiny. Urcity druh vyvozu
predstavila i zavére¢na mist-
nost vénovana exulantim
z fad hudebniki i vydava-
teltt (Karel Kryl, Safran, Jan
Hammer ml,, Jifi Smetana,
Ivan Kral...).

K nejatraktivnéjsim ex-
ponatam patrila ceskoslo-
venskd elektricka kytara
Grazioso, jez ziskala oce-
néni na bruselské vysta-
vé Expo 58, pod jménem
Futurama se vyvazela do
Britdnie a coby zadinajici
hudebnici na ni hrali mj.

George Harrison a Jimmy

Page. Eru samizdatu pfi-
pomnéla rycka zvukovych A look at the exhibition Import / Export / Rock’n’Roll
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folii, civkové magnetofony
i tzv. ,policejni kniha“ sami-
zdatového vydavatele Petra
Cibulky.

Navstévnici vystavy z rad
pamétniki nejlépe chapa-
li dvojzna¢nost zakouseni
jesté zivych déjin kazdo-
dennosti — vzpominky na
represe tykajici se pristupu
k aktualni zapadni popu-
larni hudbé se v nich misily

s nostalgickymi vzpomin-

Markets with gramophone records held twice in the hall of the kami spojenymi s hudbou

Czech Museum of Music / Burzy s gramodeskami probéhly dvakrit  slySenou témto represim

ve dvorané Ceského muzea hudby . .

o NM navzdory. Stejné pocity se
autori a lektofi snazili for-

mou pracovnich listi a komentovanych prohlidek vyvolat i v mladsich ¢i zahrani¢nich

névstévnicich.

Kromé komentovanych prohlidek (Petr Ferenc, Mariana Lebedovd) a lektorovanych ex-
kurzi pro skoly v ramci vystavy probéhla fada doprovodnych programd, napriklad koncerty
Mikolase Chadimy a skupiny Extempore ¢i Milana Knizaka, jehoz destruovana hudba byla
ve vystavé zastoupena coby subzanr avantgardni hudby, jenz se zrodil v Ceskoslovensku
a uznani dosel nejprve za hranicemi.

Pamétnici burz s gramodeskami si tyto burzy dvakridt mohli pfipomenout ve dvorané
muzea, kavarna nejednou patiila poslechovym poradim a beseddm. Kromé nestora ¢eské
hudebni publicistiky Jittho Cerného se hosté rekrutovali vétsinou z rad ¢lenti a pifznivci
Jazzové sekce. Spoluprace Ceského muzea hudby s nastupnickou Jazzovou sekci 1971-1988
dala v roce 2019 vzniknout Centru jazzové sekce, jez ma v planu akvizice a vyzkum archiva-
lii ptivodni Jazzové sekce. Da se tedy fici, ze vystava lmport / Export / Rock'n’Roll rezonuje
Narodnim muzeem i po svém zakonceni.
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