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A Bohemian Village in the late 19th century.
ACT I: The Village square 7% /C/GXS
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There will be two intermissions.
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THE STORY

It is festival day in a small Bohemian Village. It is
also the day on which Marenka is to be married to Vasek,
the groom chosen for her by her parents, Krusina and
Ludmilla. They have enlisted the help of Kecal, the
marriage broker, who has chosen this lad, the younger son
of Micha, a wealthy farmer. Marenka, is however, already
in love with Jenik and refuses to sign the marriage
contract that has been drawn up for her.

In despair, Kecal finds Jenik and tries to persuade him
to look elsewhere. Jenik agrees for a reward of 300 crowns
and a clause in the agreement which states that Marenka
can only marry Micha's son. Meanwhile Marenka has met
Vasek and convinces him that he does not want to marry
her.

A circus then comes to town featuring Esmerelda, an
exotic Spanish dancer. Vasek is fascinated by her and
convinced to run off with the circus. Just as Marenka is
about to give in and marry Vasek, Jenik reappears and
proves that he is Micha's son. Vasek shows up dressed in a
bear costume--much to the annoyance of his parents and
amusement of the villagers.Jenik and Marenka are reunited
and everyone lives happily ever after.



"THE BARTERED BRIDE" -- CORNERSTONE OF CZECH NATIONALISM

It was after Austria's defeat at the hands of Italy
that the Czechs, around 1860, began to cultivate their own
arts in a conscious bid for nationalism. Franz Josef's
government became less restrictive; national theaters
started to be built; and native art music was needed (the
Czechs always having had a fine native folk music). Sme-
tana and, later, Dvorak were the most prominent serious
composers developed under this nationalistic movement, and
it was certainly fortunate that, at this decisive moment
when the future of Czech music was in the balance, after
such a promising beginning, a genius came upon the scene.
Before he was 30, Smetana had formed a great musical indi-
viduality with a rich imagery and a firm conviction about
the mission and function of his music in the life of his
country. Of course, Smetana had kept in close touch with
what was going on in the world of music even when he was
at home. He was a friend of many great musicians who came
to Prague, such as Berlioz and Liszt. He went abroad to
gain greater experience. There is no doubt that his stay
in Wweimar was decisive, since it gave a new direction to
his symphonic music. Smetana's own talent was sturdy
enough to use, in his own particular way, the influences
and the themes which accumulated during his years at home
and abroad.

Smetana lived for several years in Sweden (as a conduc-
tor in Goteborg), where he had gone originally to seek a
living. Then, after a concert tour in Holland and visit to
Germany, he returned to Prague in 1861 fully equipped and,
most important, determined to help to build up the musical
life of his country. He foresaw its great future and con-
tributed to it with his own work. It was the time when the
Czech nation was awakening from too many years of slumber
to begin its fight for national freedom. That is why new
tones could be heard in Smetana's music, tones which had
hitherto been unknown or hidden in Czech music, so that
the composer was compelled to fight for their place and

sense.



It was Smetana who laid solid foundations for a vital
growth of Czech national opera which even today follows in
some way Smetana's example. Smetana began his work in the
field of opera practically in two directions. First, he
was, frgm 1868 to 1874, conductor of the Provisional The-
atre which was opened in Prague in 1862, and second, he
began to compose in order to supply the theatre with new
Czech operas of high quality. Wagner's principles of musi-
cal drama were close enough to Smetana's intentions and
efforts, and thus, as the first great Czech symphonic, as
well as opera composer, he gave the orchestra a more impor-
tant role.‘Most important, however, it was the Czech lan-
guage andllts intonation that served as his starting point
for_a national opera. Smetana, as the founder of Czech
mu51gal declamation, followed this path consistently. He
was 1n constant dispute with everyone of a conservative
Furn of mind, and he had to fight hard for his advanced
ideas. Smetana's artistic activities thus became part of
the political life of the nation, all the more because he
kept attracting more and more supporters.

His first experience with opera, which naturally was
rather rough, bears traces of the conflict between art and
practice. It was THE BRANDENBURGERS IN BOHEMIA, staged on
January 5, 1866 at the Provisional Theatre in Prague. Then
Smetana went on to compose THE BARTERED BRIDE. It was the
direct and worthy descendent of Mozart's LE NOZZE DI
FIGARO. THE BARTERED BRIDE's perfection was the hard-won
result of three revisions, and it remains the finest
expression of Smetana's musical genius. It is also his
most popular opera because it is filled with bubbling good
spirits, with sparkle and love for humanity. The libretto
of THE BARTERED BRIDE (PRODANA' NEVESTA in Czech) was
worked out by Karel Sabina (1813-1877) and Smetana began
to compose it in August, 1864 and finished the first
version, in two acts with spoken dialogue, in March 1866.
This was presented to the public at the Provisional
Theatre on May 30, 1866. In 1869, Smetana added the male
chorus, which now opens the second act of the opera, to
the original first act. In addition, he added a second
aria for Marenka and the dance scenes. In this version,
the opera was given for the first time on January 29,

1869.



The interest of St. Petersburg and Paris to perform THE
BARTERED BRIDE caused some further alterations. Smetana
replaced the spoken dialogue by recitatives and divided
the existing two acts into three with the polka ending the
first act. The first performance of this definitive
version took place on September 25, 1870 at the
Provisional Theatre again under the composer's baton,
while the date of the successful Russian and first foreign
premiere was January 11, 1871. Paris followed soon after.

Smetana was to write 6 more operas before his death in
1884, but none was destined to equal the popularity of THE
BARTERED BRIDE -- at least on foreign soil. It was
precisely to discover why this should be, that I began an
extensive Rockefeller research grant in the mid-sixties.

That research took me from the Edinburgh Festival -- where
the Prague National Opera was performing operas by
Smetana, Dvorak and Janacek -- to other, longer, visits in

that year to Prague, Brno, Ostrava and Pilsen. As an
official guest of the Prague National Opera, I was able to
immerse myself in the vast nationalistic repertoire of the
country extending beyond these three composers to
Martinu, Fibich, Cikker, Haba, Suchon, etc. and to hear,
study and discuss them with the conductors, directors and
singers of the major opera houses of Czechoslovakia:
Krombholc, Tichy, Gregor, Kaslik, Stros, Svoboda, Kosler
and others. It was an exciting and illuminating period,
opening my eyes and ears to newly-discovered treasures of
the operatic and symphonic repertoire. To condense these
myriad impressions of many months is difficult, but, in
essence, 1 think I was able to discern why so little Czech
opera is heard outside the confines of that country: they
are all basically too nationalistic, too intimately
connected with the history, legends, fables, folk-lore and
traditions of the country to exert the same appeal on
international audiences. When in Prague, or Brno, for
instance, it is possible to so steep yourself in
Czechoslovakia's vast cultural heritage that you can begin
to love and appreciate, as the Czechs do, certain other
major operas, among them certainly Dvorak's RUSALKA and
DIMITRIJ, all of the remarkable output of Leos Janacek,
Fibich's BRIDE OF MESSINA, Martinu's JULIEPTE, and most of
the works of Smetana (I only missed seeing two of his



operas), but at the same time realize that the historic
and/or folkloric implications of most of the libretti are
such that interest is remarkably diminished once outside
of the country . There are exceptions, and THE BARTERED
BRIDE, in its vast universal appeal, is the leading one.
Close on its heels, follows RUSALKA and, I feel, most of
Janacek,-- certainly a giant of this century to rank with
Bartok, Prokofiev and others. As for Smetana, the
light-hearted spirits of THE KISS and THE SECRET are no
match for THE BARTERED BRIDE, and the majestic heroics of
DALIBOR and LIBUSE, thrilling as they can be in optimal
performances, cannot achieve the same magic on our stages
as in Prague. Hence, the recent and more numerous
concert performances of these rare operas in New York and
elsewhere are a worthy solution,-- permitting, at least,
an aural acquaintance with them in addition to the
recorded versions.

If I were, however, to choose the Smetana opera ranking
almost as high as THE BARTERED BRIDE it would have to be
the comic opera THE TWO WIDOWS, which so impressed me that
I was able to convince the Italian Radio 1V Corp., RAI, to
produce it in concert form in national broadcast as an
Italian premiere. I conducted it in Milan in 1974, marking
the centenary of the opera's premiere, and that
performance was later aired on National Public Radio in
the USA. The opera itself has since entered the
repertoire of several European and American companies, as
well as having university productions. Unusual as it is,--
a sort of French opera-comique (based, in fact, on a
French play by Mallefille) with echoes of Mozart,
Donizetti and even Wagner,-- it still misses the impact
and sheer bubbling mastery of THE BARTERED BRIDE.

The UW Opera Dept is happy to observe the centenary of
Smetana's death (1884) with this production, one of the
rare occasions for Seattle opera-lovers to see it on stage
-- and in a version that we feel is a uniquely felicitous
compromise. It will be performed in the final three-act
version, but we are reverting to the original concept of
1866 using spoken dialogue instead of sung recitative. My
reasons for this decision are entirely musical and
linguistic: the Czech language has thrown obstacles in the
path of translators ever since the beginning, wiph "extra"
syllables more or less appended to phrases that in Eng-




lish, Italian, French or German would already have
concluded in a more natural "musical" fashion. To try to
match these syllables or words with an equivalent feeling
in another language is all but impossible,-- particularly
in recitatives, as I can attest after countless German and
Italian productions. They sound ungainly, unmusical and
awkward -- both for the singer and audience —-- and pose
orchestral problems as well. Hence, apart from singing the
opera in Czech ( a totally unfeasible option, even in
major American or foreign houses), a more logical choice
is simply to omit the recitatives and perform the work as
originally conceived as a sort of operetta or
opera-comique, which we think will make it more
accessible and understandable. Our choice of translation
(by Cross and Crozier) also has been made after carefully
consulting some 4 or 5 in existence, and appears to us the
best on all counts.

We are grateful to the Radost Folk Ensemble for their
participation in this centenary production, since the many
dances - beside the overture - are the best known and
loved excerpts of the score. I am indebted not only to
Pavel Eckstein, the late eminent critic and author, for
his personal insights, comments and his brief history of
Czech opera, but also to all the eminent Czech artists and
colleagues I was able to know personally while in
Czechoslovakia. From them all, I learned what Czech
nationalism in music really means. It extends far beyond
THE BARTERED BRIDE, its cornerstone, and the musical scene
is richer for it.

-— Robert Feist
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