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Divadlo Alfa

|n Alfa Theatre’ s Doctor Faustus and
Don Juan, the flames of desire flicker
and grow in the heavy, melancholic tones
of Central Europe. The old-fashioned,
hand-manipulated puppet theatre moves
at a slow pace and evokes nostalgia. Per-
haps we have experienced something like
this before. In fact, these two performanc-
es address something that we humans
have perpetually repeated—an inferno of
stinky relentless desire. The puppets are
made from vintage tools and mechanical
parts—for instance, Mephistopheles, the
devil who tempts Faustus, has a body like
an old bicycle saddle, springy legs, and
chain-like arms. They resemble strange
toys, and the actions and desires they per-
form on stage are childlike in their simplicity.

Doctor Faustus makes a contract with the
devil and becomes gradually consumed
by the power he believes he controls. At
the moment of signing, he hears an inner
voice warning him of deception. He even
asks Mephistopheles for a crucifix to pray,
feeling lonely and sad after transforming
the palace of the King of Portugal into
an ocean where sickle-seahorses and
wrench-fish swim among the soap bubbles
and the bubbling sounds created by the
puppeteers. Faustus wants to display his
power to the king and the queen whom he
loves, but when the king realizes the art is
derived from evil, he expels Faustus. After
eighteen years of solitude within the thir-
ty-six-year contract, Faustus discovers the
devil’ s trick: “day and night” work counts

double. Despite the help of the servant
puppet Kasparek, he is dragged toward
the gates of hell.

Don Juan, in contrast, does not calculate.
Betrayal enrages him. He kills without
hesitation—his own father, his fiancée’ s
father, and his own brother—unlike Faus-
tus, whose damnation is procedural. In the
final scene, when his father’ s ghost burns
his hand with a candle, the fire is real,
and we physically feel the shock. Then he
is also dragged toward the gates of hell,
this time amid a huge flame. We have the
power of empathy to feel the heat when
the rake-like hand of an inorganic puppet
is exposed to the small fire of a candle, but
at the same time we cannot feel the suffer-
ing of others when we burn them with the
fire of our desires—greed, vanity, and
envy. Between Faustus and Don Juan, two
forms of desire emerge: one structured by
calculation, the other driven by rage. Both
destroy.

And yet Faustus feels disturbingly
familiar. We too sign agreements whose
full implications we rarely grasp. We
exchange data, time, attention, even
identity for promises of efficiency and
intelligence. Like Faustus, we assume the
counting is transparent. Only later might
we realize the arithmetic was designed
elsewhere. In this sense, damnation today
is rarely theatrical; it is administrative.
It arrives through systems—what some
call neoliberal governance or the “Authori-
tarian Stack”—where identity becomes a
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commodity bought and sold on the market
and sovereignty shifts toward private tech-
nological power. We are not dragged to
hell by visible flames; we enter contracts.
Kasparek, the enduring puppet figure who
survives centuries of imperial rule, embod-
ies another possibility. Under Austro-Hun-
garian domination, the Czech language
survived in puppet theater when it could
not in public institutions. The puppet is
small, embedded in systems it does not
control, yet never entirely silent. Kasparek
is both the Czech nation—having been
ruled by superpowers—and, symbolically,
all of us. We are forced to obey structures
built by others’ desires, hoping to gain
a position of command someday, even
through dubious means.

The performances appear to offer moral
lessons to children. In fact, they pose a
more difficult question to adults: if desire
is inevitable, how should it be organized?
Through our emotions or contracts
imposed by systems we barely perceive?
And ultimately, who writes the terms? Just
as Faustus did not foresee the hidden
terms of his contract, we, too, enter agree-
ments with Al and tech giants whose fine
print and algorithms we barely understand.
Should we blindly seek new masters like
Kasparek, or pursue endless desires, as
Faustus does? Definitely not.
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