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PREFACE





THE earliest of the essays reprinted here was probably written in 1928, the latest in 1966; however, since each bears the date of original publication, the reader can easily see whether he is confronted with the work of crabbed age or of youth. I have not tried to bring them up to date, though in the light of more recent information I have corrected a few errors of fact and—thanks to the generosity of the publishers—sometimes added further musical examples.


Chapters III, VIII, X, XVI, XXVI, XXVII, XXVIII and XXIX originally appeared in Music and Letters, VII, XI, XVII and XXIII in Musical Times, XIII, XIX, XX, XXI and XXIV in The Monthly Musical Record, XIV in The Music Review, XV in Tempo, XVIII and XXII in The Musical Quarterly, and I am grateful to the editors of these periodicals for permission to reprint. I was first printed in the Proceedings of the Royal Musical Association for 1960–61, II in the report of the Chopin Congress held at Warsaw in 1960. IV was a contribution to the Dvořák symposium edited by Viktor Fischl (Lindsay Drummond, 1943), IX a chapter in the similar Tchaïkovsky symposium edited by myself (Lindsay Drummond, 1945); the latter has been emended and enlarged by the insertion of passages from ‘Tchaïkovsky’s First Opera’, a study written for the Festschrift Karl Gustav Fellerer (Bosse Verlag, Regensburg, 1962). XXV is a similar conflation of a contribution to Mr Herbert Van Thal’s Fanfare for Ernest Newman (Arthur Barker, 1955) with an article on the original version of The Flying Dutchman which appeared in Music and Letters. XII was contributed to the Festschrift Friedrich Blume (Bärenreiter, Kassel, 1963). V and VI are published here for the first time.


London, 1967.


GERALD ABRAHAM






















I—SLAVONIC MUSIC AND THE WESTERN WORLD





My title has nothing to do with the Iron Curtain and its effect on the world of music today. There is a much older curtain between Slavonic music and the Western world, which I should like to pull aside a little: a curtain woven by the group of languages spoken and written by the Slav peoples. It is true that a certain number of vocal works—mostly Russian operas of the period 1870–1910—have thrust their way through by sheer force of genius, and we have learned to enjoy Mussorgsky and Rimsky-Korsakov, Borodin and Tchaïkovsky in more or less unsatisfactory English or French translations, or even in Russian. (Sometimes at Covent Garden, in three languages simultaneously. But operatic audiences are accustomed to enjoying opera in languages they don’t really understand.) But not more than three or four Czech operas have made any real impact on Western Europe, and not a single Polish one; even Russian opera is known only by a handful of works. In the field of solo song the position is much worse. We know Mussorgsky was a great song-composer, but we know that mainly because of intensive propaganda rather than from direct experience; it can hardly be otherwise so long as Western singers fight shy of Russian; we should still know Hugo Wolf by hearsay rather than by hearing if we had to rely on translations. Russian is at least as musical a language as German, and as subtle, and the best Russian song-composers—not only Mussorgsky—write vocal lines that reflect and intensify the sense of the words, that are moulded to a certain arrangement of vowels and consonants, like good song-composers in any other language. All this, the great corpus of Russian song, remains almost unknown—or known by its least fine and subtle examples. And not only Russian song; Poland has produced at least two remarkable song-writers, Moniuszko in the last century and Szymanowski in the present one, of whom Szymanowski is known only in German translations and Moniuszko not at all, for his songs have never been translated into English and the wretched French selection1 is a hundred years old.


Instrumental music, of course, penetrates the curtain with no difficulty, with the result that we think of Russian and Polish music as mainly instrumental. This is a false picture. It is less false, I think, of Czech music. The Czechs (among whom I include the Moravians and Slovaks and Ruthenians, beside the Czechs proper) are an intensely musical people but, whether because they nearly lost their language as a culture-language under the Habsburg monarchy (so that even Smetana had to learn it as a foreigner) or from deficiencies in the language itself (e.g. in vowel-sounds), for some reason their vocal literature is less rich than their instrumental.


The language-curtain obstructs much more than the free passage of Slavonic vocal music. It obstructs our knowledge of a great deal of music that would present no difficulty at all if we could only hear it: the older instrumental music of the Czechs and Poles, and their Latin church music. For—and here I come at last to the very heart of my subject—the Czechs and Poles have always shared the culture of Western Europe, including its music, whereas the Russians began to do so only in the second half of the eighteenth century. Not only were the Russians Christianised from Byzantium, either directly or through Bulgarian missionaries,2 and left with a different alphabet, a different liturgy and a different liturgical language, for two centuries in the later Middle Ages they suffered under the ‘Tatar yoke’ and the Princes of Moscow were mere tributaries to Mongol khans. On the other hand, whatever the penetration of Central Europe by the old Slavonic liturgy, whatever the nature of the conflict there between Eastern and Western churches (and on this there are many important points on which the experts still disagree),3 whatever the political vicissitudes of the Western Slav states, they were never detached in this way from the influences of Western Christendom; the Roman alphabet conquered the Cyrillic and in the church Latin conquered Old Slavonic. Polish and Czech chapter and monastery libraries at Gniezno and Vyšebrod possess Gregorian missals from the eleventh or early twelfth century, and although these no doubt came from the West—the Gniezno missal has St Gall-type neumes4—manuscripts of Polish and Czech origins were compiled before long. The Prague Troparium of 12355 is only the earliest of a number of Czech and Moravian musical codices of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries6 and the Poles claim the composition of a plainsong antiphon which can hardly be later than the twelfth century: ‘Magna vox, laude sonora’7 in honour of St Adalbert, who played such an important part in the Christianisation (or Romanisation) of both Poles and Czechs. And there is a significant parallelism in the appearance of the earliest religious songs with Czech or Polish words; both the Polish ‘Bogurodzica’ (Hymn to the Mother of God) and the Czech ‘Hospodine, pomiluj ny’ (‘Lord have mercy upon us’, a vernacular Kyrie) are more or less centos of plainsong motives.8 Moreover the earliest preserved sources for both date for the same period; the oldest known manuscript of the ‘Bogurodzica’ dates from about 1407, that of ‘Hospodine, pomiluj’ from ten years earlier, though the words are found without the music as early as c. 1380.


I have no intention of embarking on a potted history of Western Slavonic music, beginning with the Middle Ages. I wish, by these facts, only to drive home two points: the essential oneness of this musical culture with that of Europe generally—and the differences. The Western Slavs shared in the common stock but often drew from it elements which they put to their own special uses. Standing on the outer edge of Western culture, they developed all the fascinating peculiarities one expects to find in peripheral cultures. One finds similar things in the music of Portugal and at some periods of history in our own. Peripheral cultures naturally tend to be ‘backward’; even in a country the size of England, provincial architecture has often been half-a-century or more behind the style fashionable in London; as we all know, even Germany was very late in developing polyphony. But there are wonderful compensations in the variety, in the range of dialects (as it were). Sometimes political or other non-musical factors play a part; the Hussite wars of the fifteenth century gave a tremendous stimulus to vernacular Czech song9 just as the two centuries and more of Habsburg domination after the Battle of the White Mountain overlaid and even seemed to extinguish the peculiarly Czech elements in the music of Bohemia. But the Slavs were quite capable of developing special musical characteristics without the help of extra-musical circumstances. Even in the field of notation, Czech neumes evolved with certain differences.10 In the thirteenth century the Czechs were still using non-diastematic neumes; in the fourteenth they progressed to the stave—and their neumes began to assume peculiar rhomboid forms.11 But things were much more different in Russia, where liturgical melody had developed—and developed quite a long way on its own lines—from Byzantine chant but was stuck fast in a primitive notation which is still unreadable up to the late fifteenth century, although comparative study with Byzantine notation is now showing how it may be deciphered.12 As for the five-line stave, it reached the Ukraine only in the seventeenth century and Russia proper in the eighteenth. Genuine polyphony was impossible though a very primitive form of three-part polyphony—in the so-called troestrochnoe style, noted in three rows of neumes—begins to appear about the middle of the sixteenth century: the liturgical cantus firmus in the middle part is supported at first in unison or octaves by upper and lower voices which branch out from it and close in again to the unison in the manner of the podgoloski of Russian polyphonic folk-music. It is not until the mid-seventeenth century that one begins to find four-part polyphony, with the cantus firmus in the tenor and the added parts in note-against-note style producing common chords in root position:13
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At this period, when Russian liturgical polyphony was in its earliest infancy and Russian secular music reached no higher level than the songs and dance music of the skomorokhi (buffoons),14 Poland and Bohemia were enjoying what modern Polish and Czech historians claim as a ‘golden age of polyphony’. It may at first strike us as no more than a pale reflection of the golden age that was being enjoyed at the same time by all Europe, but that is not the whole truth. A great deal of this music deserves not only intensive study but performance.


Two difficulties confront the Western student of this music. One I have already mentioned: the language curtain. It does not conceal so much of the music itself, for a great deal of it is Latin church music, but it makes it difficult for most of us to get at the information about it, the existing stylistic research, and so on. Czech and Polish musicology have fairly long traditions and very high standards, as indeed has Soviet musicology, and the amount of study devoted to the Western Slav polyphonists—to say nothing of the instrumental composers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and early Czech and Polish romantic piano music—is enormous. It exists in print, in books and monographs and learned periodicals, but it might be in Etruscan or Cretan Linear B for all that most of us can make of it and it would be well worth the while of some of the young musicologists now studying Russian to make Polish or Czech their second Slav language.


The second difficulty is that of actual scores. It has at times seemed as if Western Slav musicologists were more interested in studying their old masters than in getting their texts published. Józef Surzyński made an excellent start in 1885 with his Polish Monumenta15 but succeeded in bringing out only four volumes; the later Polish series, Wydawnictwo dawnej muzyki polskiej, edited by Chybiński and begun in the 1930s, has produced nearly forty numbers but many of them are very slim, containing only a single work or a selection of short pieces. (The editorial prefaces were from the first provided with a French translation and the post-war numbers are translated into English, French, German and Russian.) The somewhat similar Czech series, Musica Antiqua Bohemica, has been devoted almost entirely to instrumental music of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries; it is only in the last few years that the Czechs have begun to publish the work of their classic polyphonists—with trilingual résumés of the prefaces but not of the critical apparatus.


A third difficulty is the paucity of surviving material. Poland and the Czechoslovak lands have provided innumerable battlefields during the last four centuries; the Thirty Years War and the two World Wars were only the worst of a series, and the total destruction of music, both manuscript and printed, must have been enormous. (Incidentally, these countries began to print music quite early; a Czech-printed Catholic Kancionál appeared in 1529 and a Polish music-publisher, Łazarz Andrysowic, was active at Cracow from 1553 onward.) One reads of a Polish master such as Wacław z Szamotuł who was obviously a very considerable figure in the middle of the sixteenth century; two of his psalm-motets were published by Montanus and Neuber at Nuremberg in 1554 and 1564 in collections of works by the leading French and Netherland masters, and what survives of his music justifies the high esteem in which he was held. Yet one finds so little that does survive: these two motets, another preserved only in organ tablature, some songs with Polish words—a very small proportion of what he is known to have written. His eight-part Mass for the wedding of King Sigismund Augustus is lost; his office settings are lost; of his Lamentationes, printed at Cracow by Andrysowic, only the tenor part has been preserved. Another, rather later composer Tomasz Szadek—a member first of the king’s private chapel and later of the royal chapel of the Rorantists at Cracow, the two chief centres of the Polish ‘golden age’—survives in only two works, other than fragments, and of those two Masses one lacks the Agnus.


Technically these works are more or less in the ‘late Netherland’ style. What distinguishes them and gives them special interest is the infusion of Polish melodic elements, here a phrase from a Polish devotional song, there a pseudo-plainsong found only in Polish sources. Marcin Leopolita, composer and organist to the king in the early 1560s, composed a five-part Missa pasehalis or Missa de resurrectione,16 the earliest complete setting of the Ordinary by a Polish composer that has come down to us, which is based on four Easter songs current in Poland and Germany.


The Polish ‘golden age’ was finally submerged by a flood of Italian musicians brought in by Sigismund III. There had of course been foreign musicians at the Polish court before; Heinrich Finck was a chorister in the royal chapel in his youth and returned there for fourteen years, perhaps as director, from 1492 to 1506. And there had been Italian musical influence.17 But Sigismund III was a fanatic for the Counter-Reformation and for everything Italian; he moved his court from Cracow to Warsaw, enticed Marenzio to go there (but failed to keep him), invited Giovanni Gabrieli (also in vain) and appointed a whole series of Italians as directors of his chapel, including Asprilio Pacelli,18 an ancestor of Pope Pius XII, and Giovanni Francesco Anerio. Sigismund evidently liked the brilliant Venetian polychoral style; Pacelli’s work is in this style and so are the compositions by the Italian members of the court chapel collected by one of their number (Vincenzo Gigli) and published at Cracow in 1604. Seven years later a native Pole, Mikołaj Zieleński, organist to the Primate of Poland, published at Venice two great collections of Offertories and Communions for the whole year, which entitle him to high rank among the composers of early baroque church music. The Offertories are all for two choirs, with a partitura pro organo for each choir consisting of unfigured bass and the highest voice; in some numbers the use of trombones is indicated; the volume also contains a twelve-part Magnificat for three choirs.19 On the other hand, the Communions are very varied in style: solos, duets for soprano and bass, and a great number of pieces in late sixteenth-century style, some with, some without instruments in addition to the organ.


I must repeat that I am not trying to give anything remotely like a complete account of Polish music at this period, but only to show the kind of music that was being produced. Two other names must be mentioned: Adam Jarzębski, a man of many parts—violinist, poet and architect—and Marcin Mielczewski, both members of the royal chapel who lived on till the middle of the seventeenth century. Jarzębski composed only instrumental canzoni and concerti, such as the following:20
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Mielczewski wrote both a cappella church music and vocal solo concerti and motetti concertati of which this passage from the concerto ‘Deus in nomine tuo’21 gives a good idea:
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Bohemia suffered even more than Poland from the presence of brilliant foreign composers at court. The Habsburg kings of Bohemia were either Holy Roman Emperors or heirs to the Emperors, so that the court chapel moved between Prague and Vienna; even when the monarch preferred Prague, as Rudolf II did, this only resulted in the musical life of Prague being dominated by such foreign masters as Philip de Monte, Jacobus Kerle and Jacobus Gallus or Handl—of whom the last seems to have been of Southern Slav origin: a Slovene. The native Czech composers mostly devoted themselves to the service of the Protestant churches or the Bohemian Brethren, and even those—such as Jiří Rychnovský and Jan Trojan Turnovský—who wrote Latin church music often did so on Czech melodies as canti fermi:22
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But the most interesting figure, and perhaps the best Czech composer of late sixteenth-century polyphony, was a Catholic nobleman, Kryštof Harant z Polžic,23 who took the patriotic side against Ferdinand II at the outset of the Thirty Years War and was one of the twenty-seven Czech leaders executed in 1621 after the Battle of the White Mountain. Harant was a rich man, who maintained a private chapel at his castle of Pecka; he visited the Holy Land and in 1608 published an account of his travels to which he appended a musical supplement, a six-part motet ‘Qui confidunt in Domino’ composed in Jerusalem ten years before under the inspiration (as he tells us) of the singing of the monks at a monastery near the holy places. His most important surviving composition is a five-part ‘parody Mass’ on Marenzio’s ‘Dolorosi martir’, from which I quote the opening of the Sanctus (Ex. 5).


I have dealt at some length with Czech and Polish Catholic church music because this is perhaps the most important field of Slavonic music generally neglected by the Western world, though of course Western scholars from Wooldridge, in the second volume of the original Oxford History of Music, to Gustave Reese, have not entirely overlooked it. But in other fields, too, the Western Slavs marched with the rest of Europe, not quite in step perhaps, but not so very far behind. Take, for instance, the setting of vernacular versions of the Psalms which one finds all over northern and central Europe in the middle of the sixteenth century—not only by Protestant musicians. Wacław z Szamotuł spent the last years of his short life under the protection of the Protestant wojewode of Lithuania and made at least four four-part settings of Psalms in vernacular versions, with the popular melody in the tenor:24




[image: ]







[image: ]





These must date from about 1555–60. Of course this is later than Sternhold and Louis Bourgeois but it is earlier than Goudimel. However, the complete setting of the Psalms in Polish, by Mikołaj Gomółka, which really challenges comparison with the big Western collections, did not appear until 1580:25 Gomółka borrowed all sorts of canti fermi—plainsong, Protestant melodies, secular (even dance-like) tunes—and sometimes the settings appear to be entirely his own composition; his settings are all very simple, in little more than note-against-note counterpoint, but attractively varied in treatment:




[image: ]





As for other religious songs in the vernacular, these also flourished though not quite so much as in Germany and Bohemia; there was a great deal of give-and-take musically in the song-books of the Lutherans, the Bohemian Brethren (and the Catholics too, for that matter). In at least one case a complete Kancionál of the Bohemian Brethren was translated into Polish.


Broadly speaking, then, in the sphere of vocal music it was Teutonic and Latin Europe that influenced Slavonic Europe, not the reverse. That, no doubt, is the real reason why we tend to ignore or dismiss the Slavonic achievement. It made no impact on us until the nineteenth century, and because we know that it was essentially an offshoot of Western music we assume that it has no great intrinsic value. This is as foolish as it would be to write off the English madrigal school as a mere offshoot of the Italian. But in one field of composition, although the Slavonic achievement may not have been given all the credit due to it, it has been given some credit. I mean instrumental music, which, as I have said, passes easily through the language curtain. Here the Poles in particular, at first, gave as well as took. The German lute and organ tablature books from Newsidler’s in 1544 onward (Loeffelholtz’s, Nörmiger’s) contain ‘Polish dances’, Telemann wrote ‘Sonates polonoises’ and both J. S. Bach and, more notably, Wilhelm Friedemann composed ‘polonaises’; the amount of genuine Polish influence varies considerably26 but at least all this music indicates a constant awareness of a Polish music with special characteristics. And then, of course, there were not only Polish organ tablatures, beginning with Jan of Lublin’s in the early sixteenth century27 which doubtless remained unknown to Western musicians, but the works of the Polish lutenists which certainly were known. Besard published a number of delightful pieces by Wojciech Długoraj and Diomedes Cato (who was Venetian by birth but Polish by adoption and in style) in his Thesaurus in 1603 and Reys Jakub—better known as Jacob Polak or Polonois—was lutenist at the French court and had his work published in France, Germany and Holland.


Rather curiously, considering the later Czech pre-eminence in instrumental music, the Czechs can show no comparable flowering of lute music or early keyboard music. The oldest Czech lute tablature is a fragmentary collection now in the Národní Museum at Prague,28 containing (among other things) transcriptions of songs by Jacob Regnart, Vice-Kapellmeister of the imperial chapel, which were apparently sung in Prague to Czech texts; it dates from the late sixteenth century and is in German tablature. The oldest Czech organ tablature is also in German notation; this is the České Budějovice fragment of about a hundred years earlier,29 of historic rather than artistic value. The great period of Czech instrumental music and Czech musical influence on the West came later when religious and political persecution drove so many Czech musicians abroad and covered Europe with Dusíks and Bendas and Stamics and Myslivečeks.


The part played by these composers on the European scene, the fine piano music of Dussek and the eclogues and rhapsodies of Tomášek are fairly well known, but the Czech symphonic music of the early nineteenth century is less so. As an example I quote two passages from the scherzo of the symphony in D composed in 1821 by Jan Václav Voříšek, the opening of the scherzo proper and the trio.
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The influence of Beethoven is less obvious than in his superb B flat minor Sonata for piano, but Voříšek’s own mastery and his nationality are more marked in the Symphony.


Nothing in Russian orchestral music of that period can compare in creative power with Voříšek’s Symphony. The great days of Russian orchestral music were still to come. But it is worth remarking that they did not begin with Glinka; Alyabiev wrote in 1830 a strikingly scored Symphony in E minor of which the first movement survives.
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II—CHOPIN AND THE ORCHESTRA





Critical opinion on Chopin’s handling of the orchestra is almost unanimous. The prevailing view was stated long ago by Berlioz, who said that ‘in Chopin’s composition all the interest is concentrated in the piano part; the orchestra of his concertos is nothing but a cold and almost useless accompaniment’. Writing of the first three works with orchestra—the ‘Là ci darem’ Variations, the Fantasia on Polish Airs, and the Krakowiak—Niecks said that ‘the orchestral accompaniments […] show in every one of the three works […] an ineptitude in writing for any other instrument than the piano that is quite surprising considering the great musical endowments of Chopin in other respects’; and he was equally cutting about the orchestra of the concertos. Much the same thing has been said by almost every critic down to our own day, when Arthur Hedley wrote that ‘Chopin, who was entirely absorbed by the piano […] had neither the gift for creating music in any other setting nor the inclination to master the art of writing for the orchestra’—though he did add that ‘one ought not to imagine that Chopin was utterly incapable of writing for the orchestra. The accompaniment to the declamatory middle section of the larghetto of Op. 21 is quite a model of its kind.’ I myself endorsed the conventional judgment twenty years ago in my book on Chopin’s Musical Style, where I wrote of the concertos in which ‘the inevitable long tuttis show up the inadequacy of the orchestration far more pitilessly than any of the short passages in the earlier works […] It is significant that after this (i.e. after about 1830) Chopin never wrote for orchestra again.’ Now and again a voice has been raised in dissent—notably Wojciech Sowiński’s in the middle of the last century—but it is generally agreed that Chopin had neither a feeling for the poetry of the orchestra nor command of the technique of orchestration. Klindworth took it upon himself to re-orchestrate the F minor Concerto, Tausig and Balakirev, among others, not only re-scored but partly re-wrote the orchestral part of the E minor.


Only a lover of paradox for its own sake would assert that, on the contrary, Chopin was a master of the orchestra. But renewed study of those half-dozen scores—all dating from the period 1827–31—has convinced me that the generally accepted opinion of Chopin’s treatment of the orchestra needs not to be reversed but to be considerably modified. To begin with, his orchestration must be seen in historical perspective. We do not compare Chopin’s concertos, as total works, with Beethoven’s: the complete difference in character is too obvious. But we do, I think, tend unconsciously to compare his scoring (to its disadvantage) with that of the glowing Romantic orchestra of a rather later period. If we put out of our minds the brilliant oil-painting of Berlioz, of Mendelssohn at his best, of Glinka, and think instead of the delicate water-colour orchestration of Hummel and Field—who were Chopin’s real models—we shall at least hear his scoring in true perspective. If we compare it with that of his teacher, Józef Elsner—at least, with those examples of Elsner’s orchestration I have been able to see—we shall at once be struck by Chopin’s finer, more delicate, and more imaginative colouring. And it is greatly-superior to Hummel’s. It is true there is nothing in Chopin quite as striking as the larghetto of Hummel’s B minor Concerto, Op. 89, where the orchestra is reduced to a quartet of horns—an outstandingly romantic effect—but on the other hand he is never as perfunctory as Hummel in his famous A minor Concerto, Op. 85, which obviously influenced Chopin’s E minor thematically; here only Hummel’s string parts are obbligato; the wind band can be dispensed with altogether. As we shall see, it is precisely in his treatment of the wind that Chopin is at his most poetic as an orchestrator.


The strings are naturally the basis of Chopin’s orchestra, but in his most characteristic orchestral passages they are a basis in a quite special sense; they provide, as it were, a canvas on which solo woodwind—or of course the piano—embroiders a delicate melodic tracery. A typical instance is the opening of his very first work with orchestra, the ‘Là ci darem’ Variations, Op. 2 (in which the handling of the instrumental force is throughout rather tentative): string phrases introduce a piano solo, which is accompanied by sustained string harmonies. But presently a solo flute echoes the last three notes of the piano melody, an octave higher (an effect common in the Italian opera scores of the period); and then solo bassoon and, later, solo clarinet also sound this little three-note motive. The effect is minute, yet characteristic. A little later, still in the introduzione, there is a highly important dialogue between first bassoon and first clarinet on the first four or five notes of the Mozart theme: the theme here appears for the first time in shorter note-values—it is beginning to emerge from the mist and take on its true shape (Ex. 1). Yet this passage is not shown at all in some important solo editions of the Variations; they print only the piano part which is merely the accompaniment to the thematic work. And here, as everywhere else, we must remember the relative lightness of Chopin’s piano which would not have smothered delicate orchestral effects as our modern concert grands tend to do.


It is in the ordinary fuller combinations of strings and woodwind, still more in the tuttis, that Chopin’s orchestration is most dull and conventional in the Variations—as in the later works generally. The thick, unimaginative scoring of the opening tuttis of the two concertos has done more harm than anything else to Chopin’s reputation as an orchestrator. But such tuttis form only a small proportion of his scores, and we have the Krakowiak, Op. 14, and the finale of the E minor Concerto to show that he also could write effectively for the full orchestra.
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On the whole, perhaps, the Krakowiak—though not Chopin’s best work with orchestra—contains his best scoring. It certainly shows all the characteristics of his best scoring. The opening, with the melodic outline traced by the pianist’s two hands, two octaves apart, over a sustained string chord, is as effective as it is simple. Later there is a very great deal of thematic dialogue for solo wind, including horn, against a background of glittering piano arpeggios and sustained string chords; high, light passages in simple octaves for the piano accompanied only by all the strings pizzicato—an effect which seems to anticipate things in Glinka; at one or two points (e.g. just at the very end) a Mozartean effect of flutes and bassoon two octaves apart.


Chopin’s string-writing is generally sonorous enough, though not particularly enterprising—except in the finale of the F minor Concerto where, of course, he writes some very effective passages col legno, a device which he may have borrowed from Kurpiński’s opera Nowe Krakowiaki. Another striking string effect occurs in the larghetto of the same Concerto on which I have already quoted Mr Hedley’s comment: this is the accompaniment to the piano’s dramatic recitative—string tremolo with pizzicato double-basses—of which Sir Donald Tovey has said: ‘This is as fine a piece of instrumentation as Berlioz could have chosen to quote in his famous treatise.’ Chopin’s model here was probably Moscheles, who several times introduced such recitatives in the slow movements of his piano concertos; there is, for instance, just such a passage with string tremolo accompaniment in the adagio of Moscheles’s G minor Concerto, Op. 68—but Chopin has far surpassed his model. And in the larghetto of the F minor Concerto by far the most Chopinesque touch in the orchestration is the bassoon solo after the return of the wonderful lyrical  theme, at first following the piano at a bar’s distance (canon at the octave) and then (to quote Tovey once more) ‘continuing in counterpoint of an adroit simplicity worthy of Bach or Mozart’:
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Again a solo woodwind instrument has been used with poetic imagination to add a tiny, deft detail.


The F minor Concerto also offers Chopin’s most striking brass effect: the fanfare for first horn, marked cor de signal, which heralds the coda. The theme itself has been built up thoroughly enough by the piano, but here its appearance on the horn—not easy on a natural horn—is none the less electrifying. Chopin’s employment of brass is as follows:
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(He invariably writes for woodwind—flutes, oboes, clarinets and bassoons—in pairs). It will be seen that the E minor Concerto, the later of the two in date of composition, is his most heavily scored work—not only with four horns but with three timpani instead of the pair used in all his other orchestral scores. The single bass trombone employed in both concertos and in the Polonaise, Op. 22, also deserves notice. This was probably a consequence of local conditions; quite a number of orchestras in the early nineteenth century possessed only one trombone instead of the normal three,1 in which case the single instrument was probably a bass. And the evidence of a number of scores suggests that Warsaw was one of these cities. Eisner in his opera Król Łokietek, produced at Warsaw in 1818, writes for one bass trombone; Chopin’s works date from ten or twelve years later; in 1848 Glinka wrote his Night in Madrid and Kamarinskaya in Warsaw (for the orchestra of the Governor, Prince Paskevitch) again with single bass trombone. This single bass trombone is always used simply to strengthen the bass line at certain points, almost like an extra bassoon; the part is therefore normally without much interest. But where—as in passages of the first movement of Chopin’s E minor Concerto and the two Glinka works—the most important thematic line lies in the bass, the trombone comes into its own as a melodic instrument and is very necessary to bring out the main theme of the Concerto at several crucial points.


All Chopin’s works with orchestra date from the period when he was on the eve of full artistic maturity but had not quite reached it. One may say that his orchestration exactly corresponds to such a stage in an artist’s development. It is much more individual than is commonly assumed; it is markedly superior to that of his Polish predecessors or that of his Western models Field and Hummel. It is limited in scope, yet so far as it goes it is always adequate, except in the thick tuttis, and sometimes much more than adequate—bold or delicate and poetically imaginative (though always within the limits of what I have called ‘water-colour’ scoring). It is not the orchestration of an assured master but there is no reason to suppose that Chopin would not have widened the scope and tightened his grasp of his orchestra if he had gone on using it, just as his art widened and deepened in all other respects. That he did not do so is not necessarily proof of lack of inclination to write for the orchestra. He composed no more for orchestra partly because he no longer needed show-pieces in which to appear before the public, partly—and much more—because his art developed in the direction of shorter forms, or at least one-movement forms, and more subtle, more finely woven texture. The orchestra of the 1830 was still essentially the ‘classical’ orchestra; it was a totally unsuitable medium for a finely spun, harmonically complicated music such as Chopin’s. Berlioz’s innovations would not have helped in this direction, nor even Liszt’s. A quarter of a century had to pass before Wagner reached the necessary standpoint with the orchestra of Tristan, and it was actually only the generation after Wagner—the generation of Szymanowski and Skryabin—which really discovered how to write Chopinesque music for the orchestra.


1960




1 See the tables in Adam Carse, The Orchestra from Beethoven to Berlioz, Cambridge, 1948, pp. 46–63.






















III—THE GENESIS OF THE BARTERED BRIDE





Though a simple opera, The Bartered Bride has had a fairly complicated history. Not as complicated as that of Boris Godunov, certainly, nor as important as that of Fidelio, yet by no means without interest. And its history all falls within the lifetime of its composer; it is not a tale of posthumous re-hashing like the latter part of the eventful story of Boris or, to take another comic opera (with a somewhat tragic history), Cornelius’s Barbier von Bagdad. As it happens, the histories of the Bride and the Barber are slightly interwoven. Both were written under the sign of Liszt, and it was actually at Weimar, in September 1857, that the first germ of the work—or of such a work—found its way into Smetana’s mind. There was a gathering of musicians and other artists in connection with the Karl August centennial celebrations, and Cornelius, always at Liszt’s and the Princess Wittgenstein’s beck and call, his Barber held up largely on their account since early in the year, was called upon to arrange a great deal of hospitality. Among the guests was Smetana, making a détour on his way back to Sweden, and on one of the two or three days he spent there the conversation turned on the necessity of creating a modern type of comic opera as a complement to Wagner’s work. Can we doubt that Cornelius and his Barber were the occasion for that turn in the conversation? And a little later the Viennese Herbeck remarked somewhat tactlessly that, whereas the Czechs were excellent performers, they seemed incapable of creating any music of their own.1 ‘That evening,’ Smetana said in later years, ‘was decisive for my whole life; I swore there and then that no other than I should beget a native Czech music.’ From that meeting at Weimar Cornelius fled, without even taking leave of his friends at the Altenburg,2 to finish sketching out his Barber at Johannisberg; Smetana collected his sick wife and family at Dresden to continue their journey to Sweden, but carrying with him those two fruitful ideas of ‘a modern type of comic opera’ and ‘a native Czech music’.


As it happened, when Smetana finally returned to settle in his native land in May 1861, his first major composition—though Czech enough—was not a comic opera but the historical and patriotic Brandenburgers in Bohemia, written for a prize competition. But even before he put the finishing touches to the Brandenburgers on 23 April, 1863, he was noting down themes for a comic opera. As early as October 1862, for instance, he wrote in his note-book sixteen bars (4/4, vivace, G major) marked ‘Chorus in comedy’, which later became the theme of the opening chorus of the Bride, ‘Proč bychom se netěšili’ (in Mrs Newmarch’s version: ‘Come then, let us all be merry’). On 13 May, 1863 he noted eight bars (2/4, A major) marked ‘In comic opera. Duetto!’, afterwards used for the duet ‘Věrné milováni’ (‘If our love is strong and true’). Again in September he recorded nineteen bars (2/4, allegro, A major) for the comic duet ‘Milostné zvířátko’ (‘Now my dear Sir Bruin’). By that time he had at least got a libretto; his diary for 1863 contains an entry: ‘5 July. I’ve bought from Sabina the text for the comic operetta, which still has no name.’ But this was probably not in the form he actually set, for we know that Sabina—who was also the librettist of the Brandenburgers—originally wrote the text in one act and that he expanded it to two at Smetana’s request. We must not, therefore, blame Sabina if we find the action a little thin when spread, as it now is, over three acts; it is recorded that he said: ‘If I had suspected what Smetana would make of my operetta, I should have taken more pains and written him a better and more solid libretto.’


The original Bartered Bride consisted of twenty numbers, including the overture, the dialogue being spoken:


ACT I




(1) Introductory chorus (with the little interlude for Mařenka and Jeník, ‘Proč jsi tak zasmušilá?’—‘Why are you so sad today?’).


(2) Maŕenka’s aria, ‘Kdybych se cos takového’ (‘If I thought you would be faithless’).


(3) Duet, ‘Jako matka požehnáním’ (‘Though a mother is a blessing’).


(4) Kecal’s ‘Jak vám pravím’ (‘As I said before, old crony’).3


(5) Terzetto, ‘Mladik slušný’ (‘Such a nice lad’).


(6) The ensemble ‘Tu ji máme’ (‘Here she comes’).


(7) Vašek’s ‘Má matička povídala’ (‘Mama said to me’).


(8) Duet, ‘Známt’ já jednu dívčinu’ (‘I know of one lonely maid’).


(9) Duet, ‘Nuže, milý chasníku’ (‘Just a word with you, my boy’), with Kecal’s ‘Každý jen tu svou’ (‘Ev’ry lover’s girl’) and the duet ‘Známt’ jednu dívku’ (‘I know a maiden’).


(10) Jeník’s aria, ‘Až uzříš’ (‘How could he ever dream?’).


(11) Finale, ‘Pojd’te, lidičky’ (‘Come here, neighbours all’).








ACT II




(1) Vašek’s ‘To mi v hlavě leží’ (‘With dread my wits are cumbered’).


(2) Couplets for Esmeralda and the Manager.


(3) Duet, ‘Milostné zvířátko’ (‘Now, my dear Sir Bruin’).


(4) Ensemble, ‘Jakže? Nechce jí?’ (‘What! What’s this?’), with Mařenka’s entry and the sextet.


(5) Mařenka’s recitative, ‘Ach, jaký žal’ (‘Ah! Bitterness!’) and Jeník’s entrance, with the duet ‘Tak tvrdošíjnou, dívko, jsi’ (‘Now what a stubborn lass you are’).


(6) Jeník’s aria, ‘Utiš se, dívko’ (‘Take comfort, my dearest’) and the trio ‘Ted’ přivedu sem rodiče’ (‘I’ll summon back my people all’).


(7) Ensemble, ‘Jak si se, Mařenko, rozmyslila’ (‘Have you reflected?’) as far as the entrance of the panic-stricken boys.


(8) Finale, beginning with Krušina’s words, ‘Pomněte, kmotře’ (‘Come now, neighbour’).





Smetana appears not to have begun serious work on the composition for nearly a year—perhaps because of the desired recasting of the text in two acts—though he seems to have written the overture earlier; the musical paper Slavoj (1 December, 1863) reports the performance at the soirée of the Umělecká Beseda on 18 November of a ‘comic overture by Smetana’, presumably at the piano.4 The composition of the actual libretto seems to have been begun about the end of August 1864. Smetana’s note-book contains an entry for 1864:




This year I have been composing a comic opera in two acts by Sabina. I have tried to give it an entirely national character, as the action is from village life, where a bridegroom sells his sweetheart, but really for himself—which calls for national5 music.





Writing to a Swedish friend on 12 October, 1865, the composer tells her he has finished the pencil sketch. The scoring took another five months, for the end of the score is dated 15 March, 1866. And the first version of Prodaná nevěsta (literally, ‘The Sold Bride’, which is of course more accurate6) was produced at the Provisional Theatre, Prague, on 30 May, only two months after its completion.


The times were unfavourable; it was the eve of the Seven Weeks’ War, and the audience was small.7 Smetana’s friend Josef Srb-Debrnov did not go to the first performance, but he questioned the audience as they came out of the theatre:




One praised it, another shook his head, and one well-known musician, a celebrated organist, said to me: ‘That’s no comic opera; it won’t do. The opening chorus is fine, but I don’t care for the rest.’





The second performance also had a poor audience and poor Thomé, the director of the Theatre, told the composer: ‘Mit der Prothana ist nichts. You will be doing me the greatest pleasure if you cancel the contract for the performance of this opera; otherwise I shall have to pay you the 600 fl. out of my own pocket.’ Yet the work had a good press and when it was revived after the war—the Emperor Franz Josef was present at the third performance (27 October)—its success was beyond all doubt.


But this was only the first version of the opera. Changes were made from the very beginning. The prose dialogue had been drastically cut even before the first performance and the couplets for Esmeralda and the Manager (No. 2 of Act II) were taken out. The need of a change of scene was also felt; for both acts were played with the same scenery: the village square. Librettist and composer took counsel and January 1869 saw the production of the second version of the Bride. The First Act was now divided, between Nos. 6 and 7, into two scenes of which the second was played inside the inn and opened by a new drinking chorus. The opening of the Second Act was enlivened by a polka—there were no dances in the first version—and after her recitative (No. 5) Mařenka was given a new aria, ‘Ten lásky sen’ (‘Our dream of love’). A few months later further changes were made: the second part of Act I was made into a separate act, the polka was transferred from the beginning of the last act to the end of the First, the furiant—one of the few numbers based on actual folk-tunes—was inserted in Act II between the drinking-chorus and Vašek’s first stuttering song, and a third dance, the skočna, was introduced in Act III. In this form—the third—The Bartered Bride was produced on June 1, 1869. Finally, in view of a forthcoming performance in Russian at the Maryinsky Theatre, St Petersburg, Smetana replaced the spoken dialogue by recitative, in which definitive form it was given in Prague on 25 September, 1870.


I have spoken above of the ‘pencil sketch’ of the original version, finished in October 1865. That sketch—in vocal score—was carefully preserved in the Bedřich Smetana Museum in Prague, and its publication in facsimile8 allows us some interesting glimpses of Smetana’s method of work. On the whole it is very clean, showing relatively few corrections, and there are hints here and there—not very decided ones—that Smetana composed at the piano. On that point the most reliable witnesses differ. According to Ferdinand Heller the Bride was composed at the piano, while Srb asserts that ‘Smetana never used the piano while composing; only when the work was finished would he go to the piano and play it’. Obviously he did not need the piano, for three of his operas and all his best-known instrumental works were composed when he was completely deaf. One piece of evidence, for what it is worth, is a recollection of Smetana’s eighty-four-year-old nephew sent to Mirko Očadlík, the editor of the facsimile edition, in 1941. The nephew, Alexander Kniesl, describes how as a six-year-old boy staying in the country in the summer of 1863 he often used to hear his uncle playing on ‘an old black piano with a thin, hollow tone’:




He would call me, a six-year-old boy sitting on a little, low child’s chair, to listen. ‘Do you like it?’ my uncle would ask in a kindly voice. … Naturally at six I had no critical judgment—but it was music and I would say, ‘Yes, I love it!’—But without realizing it I had an opportunity of watching my uncle compose. On the desk lay manuscript paper partly written on and I saw how he would write the notes in pencil with the right hand while with the left he would turn what he had written into music. It often happened that my uncle would cross out a bar that did not please him and substitute another.—As a child I didn’t pay much attention to all this, but years later I learned from my cousin Zdeňka Smetana that these sketches were the humble beginnings of The Bartered Bride.





If this really happened in the summer of 1863, the sketches must have related to Sabina’s very first one-act version of the libretto, which Smetana found unsatisfactory.


The sketch begins directly with the opening chorus almost exactly as we have it now, though there is, for instance, no dominant seventh in bar 3: the tenors have D instead of C. After the first eight bars Smetana does not bother to write the piano (orchestral) part, which simply doubles the chorus, except in the interludes. These are always more abrupt than in the definitive version; for instance, in the little interlude before the ‘Ouvej!’ (‘Heighho!’) episode—rather different in the sketch—Smetana originally took only two bars instead of four to change from major to minor (there is an exact parallel in the transition after the sextet in the last act), while the transition back to the main theme is a perfunctory sketch of which only traces survive in the final sixteen-bar version. The other G minor episode, for the two lovers, is essentially the same in the sketch and the final version though the voice-parts, superimposed on the orchestral background, show considerable differences—a remark which applies to many other passages. Smetana naturally does not trouble to write out the main choral tune in full for the third time: he draws a wavy line and starts again with the molto moderato music of the coda, identical in substance with the long orchestral introduction to the First Act, though now with chorus parts added. But why did not Smetana sketch out his orchestral introduction first, instead of bringing in one of its themes as (apparently) an afterthought at the end of the chorus? The answer is that the essential part of the introduction had been written a good many years before The Bartered Bride was even thought of. In 1847 Smetana’s pupil, the Countess Marie von Thun-Hohenstein, married; and as a wedding-present the composer dedicated to her a suite of three Wedding Scenes for piano: ‘Wedding March’, ‘Bridegroom and Bride’ and ‘Wedding Festivities’. Now the middle part of the ‘Wedding Festivities’ is a tempo di polka, and it was this which Smetana fifteen years later used as a frame for the opening number of his opera. One interesting point is that the original key of the polka was F, the key of the overture to the Bride; but in the opera it had to be transposed to G, the key of the opening chorus, and was therefore provided with a ten-bar prelude modulating from F to G. The introduction as a whole therefore consists of:




10 bars on the chorus theme, modulating;


57 bars taken note for note (with a few one-and two-bar inserts) from the Wedding Scenes;


8 bars rounding off the polka;


22 bars of allegro molto on the chorus tune.





Mařenka’s aria ‘Kdybych se co takového’ (‘If I thought you would be faithless’), like most of the set numbers, lacks the orchestral introduction which in the finished product anticipates the vocal melody, but is otherwise identical except in unimportant details with the final version. But even the facsimile betrays a considerable amount of rubbing-out in the opening bars, and the editor has been able to decipher some twenty bars of the earlier sketch which he prints in the notes to the facsimile. I quote the opening (Ex. 1 on p. 34).


The ensuing duet differs entirely from that in the sketch: Smetana has scribbled at the head of the latter ‘original; later re-composed’. Almost the only thing common to both settings of the words is that they fall into two sections, minor and relative major: in the sketch C minor and
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E flat major, in the published version G minor and B flat major. Now the odd point is that the lulling, rocking theme in B flat, of which the opening theme of the overture is perhaps a sparkling transformation, had been noted down long before (see supra) in A major and actually marked ‘In comic opera. Duetto!’. (‘In comic opera’ may, of course, have meant ‘in some comic opera’, even though Smetana seems already at that time to have been at least discussing the Bride subject with Sabina; he often noted themes before he thought of the works in which to embody them; for instance, the note-books for 1863 also contain two themes afterwards used in The Two Widows, though he did not make the acquaintance of Mallefille’s comedy, much less think of composing it, till 1868.) But in the composition sketch we find instead:
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And when, later in the First Act, Mařenka comments sotto voce ‘Mám už jiného’ (‘I have a lover’) the orchestra underlines the remark with Ex. 2 in the sketch, not with the B flat theme as in the published version. But there is one other passage in the published version where the orchestra refers back to the love-duet: just after Mařenka’s agitated entry in the last act, when she is crushed by the apparent proof of her lover’s baseness. And here in the sketch we find, not a corresponding allusion to Ex. 2, but a snatch of the B flat theme, incomplete and in 4/4 time, but in the right key and with the rather cloying orchestral sixths:
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It is worth noting that Smetana preserved the semiquaver accompaniment of Ex. 2 when he substituted the B flat tune and that x is echoed in one of the melodic cadences of the final version. On the other hand, if this feature already appears in the A major version of 1863, which I have not seen, we must put it that x is the echo; but it is a typical Smetana trait, familiar in Vltava and occurring in the closing bars of The Bartered Bride—to look no further.


I have already spoken of Smetana’s alteration of voice-parts over an unchanged orchestral background. This is particularly true of declamatory passages, which he often re-writes completely, often for the sake of more comfortable range and tessitura, though in at least one case—Mařenka’s passionate outburst in the last act, ‘O jaky žal, když srdce oklamáno’ (‘Ah! bitterness! When hearts have trusted vainly’)—a passage lying within a diminished fifth is expanded to cover a tenth. But it is also true of arias and ensembles, as in the trio ‘Mladik slušny’ (‘Such a nice lad’):
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and the quartet from the next scene, from which I quote a typical passage for one voice:




[image: ]





Incidentally, in the sketch the trio and scene 4 are separated by a ten-bar sketch for Vašek’s first stuttering song—marked ‘Scene VI—Vašek (dressed as bridegroom)’—in 3/4 time and quite different from the ultimate version; Smetana has drawn brackets round it and left it. The right version duly appears in its proper place in the score, though still incorrectly marked ‘Scene VI’ (instead of V), without its prelude and with its postlude shortened, but otherwise pretty much as we know it.


Both the duets for Mařenka and Vašek and for Jeník and Kecal appear in the sketch very much as we know them, not only in melody but in harmony and details of figuration; only the passage in the first duet, where Mařenka threatens Vašek with his fictitious admirer’s suicide, is entirely different. Jeník’s aria, ‘Až uzříš’ (‘How could he ever dream?’), shows more substantial changes. For once Smetana sketched a four-bar introduction—perhaps because it was not to anticipate the vocal melody—though it has practically nothing in common with the longer passage that replaced it. And the voice-part begins with quite a different melody, set to the words treated as recitative in the printed score:
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of which an echo remains in the final version at the words ‘pro nějž mi neni nic obtižneho’ (‘No more shall that old huckster vex’) for the sixteen bars beginning ‘Drahou Mařenku’ (‘O lodestar of my soul’) were taken over from twelve bars of the original sketch. A parallel case, also in the part of Jeník, occurs in the last act where in the duet ‘Tak tvrdošíjnou, dívko, jsi’9 (‘Now what a stubborn lass you are’) his melody originally began:
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continued for another six bars exactly as in the final version, and then diverged again.


The finale of Act I (that is, of Act II of the published score) originally began with four orchestral bars anticipating Kecal’s call to the neighbours, instead of with seventeen bars more or less identical with the opening of the overture, and was written in 2/4 time instead of 4/4. The substance of the finale is generally the same, though there are the usual differences in the voice-parts and the original lacks the colourful modulation underlining Jeník’s significant reference to ‘the son of Tobias Micha’. On the other hand, a little later at the reference to the ‘three hundred crowns’, Smetana softened his original modulation to A major (from the main key of F) into a simple dominant modulation to C.


The sketch for Act II (III in the published score) begins straight away with Vašek’s first words, gives his lament pretty much as we know it, and then goes straight on to the ensemble, ‘Aj! Jak že nechce ji?’ (‘What’s this? You refuse?’), omitting not only the skočna—of course—but the music for the entry of the players, the lost couplets for Esmeralda and the Manager and their duet, ‘Milostné zvířátko’ (‘Now, my dear Sir Bruin’), although the theme of the last-named number was one of the first Smetana noted down (see supra). We may conclude from this that originally neither Esmeralda nor the Manager was intended to be a singing part, and that although in September 1863 Smetana noted the theme afterwards used for their duet he had at that time no definite idea how or where he was going to introduce it.


I have mentioned one instance—the two quotations of the love-duet—where the device of thematic reminiscence is used far more effectively in the final version than in the sketch. (I say ‘thematic reminiscence’ advisedly, for there are no Leitmotive in the true, Wagnerian sense in The Bartered Bride.) But there is one case of the reverse, of a theme having its outline so smoothed out in the printed score that two later references to it—perfectly obvious in the sketch—probably pass unnoticed by the audience, possibly even by students of the score. This is the theme, first heard in the ensemble ‘Aj! Jakže, nechce ji?’, as it appears in the sketch:
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and this is the final form:




[image: ]





Bar 4 of Ex. 9, I should add, is anticipated in Háta’s part in Ex. 8, which otherwise more or less doubles the orchestral part I have actually quoted. The words are ‘Není v tom nikdo než ten pacholek sam’ (‘’Tis no other than the boy himself’—or, as Mrs Newmarch puts it, ‘All this story of some pretty lady sounds like a stupid lie’). Now this is appropriately quoted in the next scene when Vašek notices Mařenka and cries ‘A ta to byla’ (‘There’s the very girl’): Ex. 8 in the sketch, Ex. 9 in the score. The theme is obviously associated with Mařenka. But when Smetana refers to it once again in the orchestral interjections to her recitative ‘Oh jaký žal’ (‘Ah! bitterness’), he quotes in a form on the whole nearer to Ex. 8, which no one in the audience has heard, than to Ex. 9, which is not very distinctive anyhow.


It is impossible in the scope of a short study to mention a hundredth of the interesting points of detail that strike one in comparing sketch with score, but one other important number must at least be mentioned: the famous sextet. One fact revealed by the sketch is that Smetana originally intended it to be a quintet; the number is headed ‘Quintetto—Micha, Háta, Vaš (tenor), Kruš, Doh’. Yet, although five singers are specified, the music is strictly in four parts until Mařenka’s entry near the end; probably ‘Micha’ was a slip for ‘Mařenka’, especially as he—a bass—is mentioned first, otherwise the preponderance of men’s voices would have been overwhelming. Ultimately Vašek was taken out and Ludmila, a soprano, substituted. The original version of the music was singularly flat and uninspired; I quote the opening:
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The final form of the sextet is also considerably expanded; bars 14–26, for instance—the repeat of the first thirteen bars with different distribution of the parts—were an afterthought.


The composition sketch breaks off rather oddly near the beginning of the opening chorus of the finale. Ten bars are written for sopranos and altos, with a blank stave for the tenor and bass parts; then another ten bars or so are indicated for sopranos only—and the rest is blank music-paper. The original form, erased but still legible, was:
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Smetana changed this to:
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But the printed version differs from both except in rhythm—an interesting sidelight on Smetana’s approach to his text. Even the ultimate key, A major, for once differs from that in the sketch.


Does the sketch throw any penetrating light on Smetana’s creative processes? To a limited extent only. After all, this is the sketch for only one work and a work of early rather than full maturity at that. But the rhythmic identity of Exs. 11 and 12, and their rhythmic identity with the final version, is typical. When Smetana alters a voice-part he is more likely, one observes, to change the melodic rise and fall than the rhythmic pattern. Alterations in the rhythmic pattern are more often modifications than complete changes. I have quoted instances (Exs. 4 and 5) of voice-parts rewritten over an unchanged instrumental passage, and the harmonic almost-identity of Exs. 8 and 9 will not have escaped the reader’s notice. Can we conclude that Smetana’s basic method of composition, at any rate in The Bartered Bride, was a species of piano improvisation to the words? I suggest that his first care was to get on to music-paper a continuous musical texture underlying the words; afterwards came the polishing of the vocal line. The always simple harmony usually came right the first time; sometimes even the figuration and quite often the part-writing. But only once in the whole sketch is there any indication of scoring: the word Corno marking the doubling of the voice-part an octave lower at the words ‘Ni za tisíce’ (‘Not for a gold-mine’) in Jeník’s ‘Až uzříš’ aria.


1947




1 Some accounts date Herbeck’s remark from a later meeting at Weimar, in June 1859, but we know at any rate that Herbeck attended the Karl August Centenary.


2 There was a new threat to his creative leisure: Liszt was again toying with his old idea of an opera based on Manfred, and he wanted Cornelius to translate and adapt Byron.


3 Kecal is never named in the composition sketch; he is always referred to simply as Dohazovač (the marriage-broker), usually abbreviated to ‘Doh’.


4 Czech critics seem to agree in supposing that this ‘comic overture’ was that to The Bartered Bride. But may it not have been the overture to the puppet play, Doktor Faust (for two horns, bass trombone, triangle, bass drum, strings and piano) composed in December 1862? Another puppet overture, to Kopecky’s Oldřich a Božena, for a similar collection of instruments, was written in December 1863 for the New Year’s Eve celebration of the Umělecká Beseda. Both overtures were published in miniature score by the Umělecká Beseda in 1945.


5 The word národní, which I have here twice translated as ‘national’, is ambiguous: it may mean ‘national’ or ‘popular’.


6 Smetana’s diary records that he himself gave it that name, ‘as the poet didn’t know what to call it’.


7 When news came of the crushing Austrian defeat at Königgratz early in July, Smetana was thunderstruck. As composer of The Brandenburgers in Bohemia he expected to be shot when the Prussians entered Prague, or at best to be made to work with the rest of the inhabitants at demolition of the fortifications. So he fled to the country with his family.


8 By Melantrich and the Bedřich Smetana Society, Prague, 1944.


9 Thus in Smetana’s autograph; later emended to ‘tvrdošijná’.






















IV—DVOŘÁK’S MUSICAL PERSONALITY





It is of course true of a good many composers that, like the moon, they always keep half of themselves concealed from the public. The average music-lover, even the average professional musician—the two classes overlap, I admit—knows Handel’s operas hardly at all, Haydn’s symphonies and Schubert’s songs only by roughly a ten-percentage and their work as a whole by a percentage much lower still. As for the Bizets and Liszts and Smetanas and Rimsky-Korsakovs, to say nothing of such older masters as Purcell and Domenico Scarlatti and C. P. E. Bach, most of us know them only through a little pile of scores that we could quite conveniently hold in one hand. But on the whole we do not inflict on them any serious injustice. It is very wrong to confine our interest to such narrow limits and it is much worse of conductors and performers and putters-up-of-money-for-opera-seasons not to dispel our ignorance, but we generally know these composers by their best works or at any rate by thoroughly representative works. We do not know them fully and intimately as the specialist student does; we see them in the flat like minor characters in Dickens, stamped in our minds by a few striking traits; he sees them in the round like characters in Tolstoy, knowing every side of them in living proportion. Yet what we see is generally characteristic enough, untrue only in the sense that a kindly caricature is untrue. A man has a heavy moustache and the caricaturist makes it a little heavier; Rimsky-Korsakov dabbled in pseudo-orientalism, and the pseudo-orientalism bulks a little too large in our conception of his musical personality. No more than that. But the case of Dvořák is rather different from these. Our conception of Dvořák’s musical personality, if it is based mainly on, say, the New World and G major Symphonies, the F major Quartet, the Slavonic Dances and the Carnival Overture, is nearly as false as a caricature that makes a man all moustache. And even if we can correct that impression of a purely lyrical, childishly naïve musician, orchestrating in bright, simple, transparent colours, by an occasional hearing of the F minor Trio or the great D minor Symphony we shall still not have anything like a true picture. For Dvořák’s musical personality, despite the naïveté of his everyday personality (perhaps, as I hope to show in a moment, because of his naïveté), was complex and many-sided.


When our grandfathers took Dvořák to their hearts in the 1880s, they knew him as he really was much better than we do, though they completed their picture of him with things that we have forgotten without losing much. In the background, behind the four symphonies and so on that they knew, they had The Spectre’s Bride and the Stabat Mater—if indeed they did not put them in the foreground. (If they did, they were wrong, and they were still more wrong in badgering Dvořák to give them a St. Ludmila; but at any rate they could not put the works of Dvořák’s American period in the front of the picture so as to conceal practically everything else.) It is easy to understand Dvořák’s immediate success in Victorian England. As a writer in the Athenaeum put it in 1885: his music was ‘equally interesting—and we must add equally pleasant—to the supporters of the conservative and of the progressive schools’. His musical ancestry could be traced back to Beethoven and Schubert—and, bar Handel and Mendelssohn, one could not have had more respectable ancestors; and he had recognizable affinities with all three of the principal musical tendencies of the period, with the conservatism of Brahms and his followers, with the modernism of the Liszt–Wagner school, and with the nationalism that was in almost every country but our own challenging the hegemony of German and Italian music in Europe. Above all he had a fresh and virile personality which made even the Stabat Mater and The Spectre’s Bride sound brilliantly unconventional in the dreadfully decorous company of other Victorian oratorios and cantatas. ‘Only those who were already in the prime of their concert-going days in the far-off eighties can realize the extraordinary enthusiasm which was evoked by these works’, wrote Rosa Newmarch in 1928. ‘But then, no one on the sunny side of middle age can remember the alternative novelties of the period: the flatulent, sophisticated simplicities of Gounod’s musical “frescoes”, or the insipidity of such an oratorio as Garrett’s Shunamite. With each new work by Dvořák we could look forward to something joyous, and untouched by tedium.’


But these qualities have no necessary connection with the enduring value of Dvořák’s music; this sort of liberal-conservatism has often carried mediocre composers to a high level of contemporary popularity, only to let them down a quarter of a century later. (When after a decade or so Dvořák himself was eclipsed by the novelty of Tchaïkovsky and the other Russians, a hasty and superficial English observer might almost have been pardoned for putting him too in that category.) All this only tells us what Dvořák was to our grandparents, which is interesting and (it is true) not unimportant; it helps us only a little in understanding what he is. It makes no difference to anyone but his contemporaries whether an artist is a progressive or a conservative; in the perspective of sixty years the two parties begin to draw closer, and their music neither continues a hallowed tradition of our fathers nor brings fresh and exciting elements into the art. Even Dvořák’s claim to be considered a nationalist, a typically Czech musician, has been challenged—and by some of those who ought to know best: his compatriots. Nearly thirty years ago the Czech critic Josef Bartoš, in his book on Dvořák, asserted that ‘our national style is something far deeper than his sonorous exoticism; therefore for the sake of this truth we must be prepared to renounce before future generations even so distinguished a musical personality as was Antonín Dvořák’. And there are distinguished Czech musicians today who will tell you that true Czechishness is to be found in the music of Smetana and Suk rather than in Dvořák’s. (On the other hand, Smetana himself was frequently accused in his lifetime of being insufficiently Czech.) However paradoxical this may seem to us, we should remember that similar reservations have been made by Russians about Tchaïkovsky and by Englishmen about Elgar. There are in most countries composers whose work is so intimately and subtly national that it means very little to any but their compatriots, or at any rate means infinitely more to their compatriots than to foreigners: Bruckner in Germany, Fauré in France, Suk in Czechoslovakia. Foreigners naturally, and perhaps rightly, tend to consider them minor figures whose work is not for export; though if they wish to penetrate to the secrets of a country’s feeling and thinking it is in these works that they have the best hope of surprising them. In art a personality counts for more than a representative national figure, though of course a man may happen to be both. Most non-Czech musicians, and doubtless many Czechs too, would say that Dvořák was both. So, dismissing the hopelessly dated appeal of his conservative-liberalism and setting on one side the appeal of his seriously disputed, though by no means disproved, nationalism, let us try to define his musical personality as it was and is; that ‘essential Dvořák’ which is one of the most attractive personalities in the whole history of music.


Before looking at it in detail, it will be just as well to stand back for a moment and remember the general impression one has of it, not only on the principle of putting the wood before the trees but because such a general impression is necessary to guide our approach to the details. Perhaps the first thing that strikes one about Dvořák’s music as a whole is its ‘purity’. In the whole of his large output the proportion that is linked with, and so (if ever so slightly) controlled by, words is comparatively small; and in that small proportion, even in the operas, the music always tends to keep the upper hand. Not only ‘Songs my mother taught me’ but several of the other Gypsy Songs would be almost equally effective as violin solos. And of the instrumental music, into which Dvořák put the best of himself, hardly any is programme-music of even the mildest kind; four overtures, the group of symphonic poems written in 1896, and a few odds and ends for piano, named only after they were composed, exhaust the list. Even the works behind which one suspects an emotional programme to be lurking are very few.


It is evident that Dvořák was often profoundly moved by personal experience, but though one senses passion and even tragedy in the background they are not clearly translated into musical terms but transmuted into musical emotion, that indeterminate emotion-sui-generis which is the quintessence of music. Almost the only definite labels one can venture to attach to Dvořák’s expressions of more definite emotion are ‘sad’ and ‘happy’, the most naïve of all. That word ‘naïve’ is bound to keep creeping into any discussion of Dvořák. Naïveté was from the first an element of his musical personality, as it was (very much more markedly) of his everyday personality, but it was only in the last ten or twelve years of his life that he almost deliberately allowed this naïveté to become the predominant element. Despite his essential melodiousness, the lucidity of so much of his harmony, the brightness and transparency of his orchestral colours, despite all these peasant qualities, he is after all quite complex and many-sided. As Hadow pointed out long ago, his most ingenious melodies are often treated with remarkable technical sophistication—yet without incongruity or loss of charm. Moreover, his musical style is compounded of the most diverse elements—Beethoven, Schubert, Wagner, Brahms, Liszt, Smetana, Czech folk-song—and each one of these elements obviously corresponded to something real in the man himself, since he was able, in the melting-pot of his own creative mind, to fuse them into a quite individual style of his own.


It is arguable that this eclecticism is itself a Czech characteristic. Partly because of centuries of Teutonic cultural penetration, partly because Prague at any rate has always been in or near the main stream of European music, even Czech folk-music is not so peculiarly national as that of Russia, for instance. Again, the Czechs are a nation of what the Germans contemptuously call Musikanten, natural musicians who, even when they lack polish and musical culture, yet have the very essence of music in their blood. When a Musikant of genius composes, the music pours from him spontaneously, he is not concerned to be original; by his na ure he will not be very self-critical. Even his musical learning, his high technical accomplishment, will only help him to keep the stream from running too thin; it will certainly not dam it in any way. Such a genius was Schubert; such—complicated by an intellect functioning mainly in non-musical directions—was Mahler; such, above all, was Dvořák. It may seem paradoxical to suggest that the spontaneous composer is likely to be less original, to be more open to influences, than his more sophisticated colleague. A moment’s thought on the nature of musical idiom will show that it is not. Just as a child thinks and speaks in terms of the language it hears all round it, a musician naturally thinks and speaks music—that is, composes—in terms of the music that has come within his experience. Imagine a composer who had heard no music but Beethoven’s; he would be unable to imagine music in any other than Beethovenian terms; if he were a completely naïve musician, however richly endowed with innate creative power, his own melodies and his treatment of them would be absolutely Beethovenian; only if he were intellectually self-conscious could he begin to conceive a non-Beethovenian music. Actually, of course, no composer is completely naïve and no composer derives his conception of music from only one of his predecessors. But he does derive it solely from the corpus of music actually known to him, and the more spontaneous he is the more openly will he derive it, the less will he be concerned with conscious originality.1


The corpus of music with which the young Dvořák was acquainted must have consisted at first of popular music—not necessarily folk-music in the true sense, but village dance-music and songs—and later of the classics: Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, and Heaven knows what minor figures. And so, as one would expect, his earliest compositions—the A minor Quintet of 1861 and the A major Quartet of 1862—were (we are told) written under the influence of Mozart, Beethoven and Schubert. That word ‘influence’ is necessarily very commonly used in this connection, but its significance is equally commonly misunderstood. And it is used to describe two different things: natural, unconscious picking up of something of an older master’s idiom (particularly of those elements in it that correspond to something in oneself and so specially appeal to one), and deliberate technical modelling on the methods of the older master (a process to which every composer must submit while learning his craft). Beethoven and Schubert formed an important part of the corpus of music from which Dvořák naturally acquired the beginnings of his own idiom, but they also served at first—and from time to time in later years—as his conscious models. And throughout his life he continued in the same way, always unconsciously drawing new elements into his musical make-up, often consciously studying new models. This might have been disastrous. In the case of a lesser man it would have been disastrous. But creative imagination shows itself in this very point: what it can do with the absorbed elements. Without that mysterious power, a musician, however technically gifted, will only absorb a mixture of elements and regurgitate them—as a mixture. With it, he will by some mysterious chemistry of the mind transmute them into something quite new—a compound. The pages of musical history are littered with innumerable composers of the former class, the eclectics with feeble powers of digestion. On the other hand, there has never been a composer of great eminence who was not an eclectic of the other kind. The perhaps greatest of all, Mozart, was almost certainly the most eclectic of all; Wyzewa and Saint-Foix in their masterly account of his vie musicale have been able to distinguish no fewer than thirty-four periods each marked by some change of style in most cases produced by the impact of some fresh influence. Even Dvořák was hardly as susceptible as this, though of course his digestive power, the transmuting potency of his creative imagination, was far inferior to Mozart’s.


Nevertheless there is a rough parallel between his development and Mozart’s. Wyzewa and Saint-Foix carried their classification to an extreme; I should not care to have to distinguish more than half-a-dozen such periods in Dvořák’s career and I shall not attempt even that here. For the drawing of firm lines to mark the stages of an artist’s evolution, though convenient for critical purposes, is often misleading; one can sometimes note precisely the impact of a new influence but never the stages of the ‘digestion’ of an old one. And in Dvořák’s case such a classification is not even very convenient, for the influences not only ebb and flow but overlap or run parallel in the most confusing way, and ultimately one would find oneself having to trace Dvořák’s course work by work, almost month by month, as the two French critics have done with Mozart, and to distinguish a score of more of ‘periods’. I content myself here with indicating the general tendencies of Dvořák’s work.


First of all, then, comes the already mentioned period of apprenticeship, the period when his gods were Mozart, Beethoven and Schubert, particularly the two latter, but throughout which the magic of Wagner and the advanced Romantic school exercised an ever growing fascination on him; its products include a couple of symphonies, in C minor and B flat, and a Cello Concerto in A, none of which was published in the composer’s lifetime. By 1870 the influence of Liszt and Wagner had more or less completely eclipsed that of the classics, reaching its apogee that year in two string quartets, in D major and E minor, and the opera Alfred; it is still strongly marked in the unpublished or posthumously published works, such as the E flat Symphony and the A minor String Quartet, of 1873, but the posthumously published Quartet in F minor, written in the interval between these two works, shows that—apart from the strong dash of Chopin in the third movement (tempo di valse)—Dvořák had already advanced some way in the process of digesting the basic material of classics and romantics into a personal idiom of his own. From this point onward there is always a real, essential Dvořák—who continues, it is true, to absorb fresh raw materials for his imagination to work on but who is never in the third-rate composer’s difficulty of having chewed more than he can digest. So when we speak of a return to classical models, particularly those of Beethoven and Schubert, in the works of 1873–6—the earlier of Dvořák’s two symphonies in D minor (Op. 13), the G minor Trio, the E major Quartet (Op. 80), the Theme and Variations for piano (Op. 36), and others—we do not mean that the composer began to imitate the processes of their technique again, still less that there was any important re-fertilisation of his idiom by Beethoven’s or Schubert’s. There was, I think, some re-fertilisation; it is said that at this period one of Dvořák’s favourite works was Beethoven’s Quartet in C sharp minor. But all these works remain unmistakably Dvořákian; one can only say that Dvořák must have experienced a spiritual swing back toward classicism. Technically, Dvořák did not go back to school; he took a refresher course, particularly (I suspect) in classical variation-writing. The results are to be found not only in the A flat Variations for piano, but in the variation-movements of the String Sextet and the D major Piano Quartet, and above all in the Symphonic Variations, all written in the period 1875–8.


All the same, one cannot label these years simply ‘Period of Classical Reaction’, for simultaneously Dvořák was becoming increasingly conscious both of the artistic personality of Smetana and of the value of Czech national music in general. To those who remember that Smetana was eighteen years older than Dvořák and in some respects his forerunner, this recognition may seem a little belated. But in the sixties Smetana had produced little beyond three operas: The Bartered Bride, The Brandenburgers in Bohemia and Dalibor; The Two Widows and The Kiss came only in the early seventies; Libuše, though written then, was not produced till 1881. As for Smetana’s major instrumental works, Vyšehrad and Vltava were composed at the end of 1874, the Quartet From my Life in 1876; From Bohemia’s Woods and Fields and Šárka were first performed in December 1876, and May 1877, respectively; the last two of the cycle of symphonic poems, though written a year or so earlier, were not heard till 1880. If Dvořák did not recognise Smetana’s talent earlier, it was because there was not much to recognise. The real impact of Smetana on him was that of a contemporary, not of a predecessor. Without attempting to minimise the direct effect of that impact, I think it may be said that its most important consequence was to turn Dvořák’s conscious attention to that heritage of national music which he had hitherto drawn upon only naturally and spontaneously as one breathes the air about one. The Moravian Duets, the second version of King and Collier,2 The Peasant a Rogue, all date from 1874–6, the height of the ‘period of classical reaction’. Dvořák continues, then, to be a dual musical personality, though the Hyde behind the classical Jekyll is no longer Wagnerian but nationalist.


The nationalist Hyde triumphs in the compositions of 1878–80: the String Sextet, the Slavonic Rhapsodies, the first set of Slavonic Dances, the E flat Quartet and the Gypsy Songs. But at this very moment Jekyll himself enters upon a fresh incarnation—as Johannes Brahms. There had been traces of Brahms—or are they only of the Beethovenian and Schubertian elements in Brahms?—in the D minor Quartet of 1877, which is dedicated to him. In the Violin Concerto and the so-called ‘First’ Symphony (in D, Op. 60), in 1880, Jekyll and Hyde struggle for the mastery; and Jekyll seems to win in the C major Quartet of 1881. But the metaphor really breaks down at this point. Throughout the eighties, when Dvořák was probably at the height of his powers, one becomes less and less conscious of a struggle between opposing elements and increasingly aware of an equilibrium between them. It is true that sometimes one seems to have slightly the upper hand, sometimes the other. But such ripe and splendid compositions as the F minor Trio, the great D minor Symphony (the so-called Second), the Scherzo Capriccioso for orchestra and the Piano Quintet (all dating from 1883–7) are the results not of a struggle but of a synthesis. The Piano Quintet contains the first symptoms of a fresh phase, continued through the E flat Piano Quartet, the G major Symphony, the Dumky Trio, and the Carnival Overture, which may be described as a mellowing of that synthesis. One hesitates to apply the word ‘overripe’ to such delightful works as these; it would be untrue to say that in them Dvořák is not taking pains or that he is exploiting the spontaneity that the English found so attractive. But he does seem to be taking things a little more easily; he is a big enough master to be able to do it and there is a peculiar charm in the ease of his relaxation.


Then came the American visits of 1892–5, with the new and unexpected interest in Negro and Indian music that they aroused. I shall try to show in a moment that these new influences were not so new as many people, including perhaps Dvořák himself, have thought; that they attracted him because they were closely related to something already present in him, something which they helped to clarify and crystallise. But it would be foolish to assert that they did nothing to him, and what they did is manifest in the New World Symphony, the F major Quartet, the E flat Quintet and the little Violin Sonatina, works which, among other things, heighten that impression of the master taking his ease in the later afternoon of his life. Nor is there very much in the last group of compositions of all to modify that impression. Some of them—the Quartets in A flat and G, the Cello Concerto, The Devil and Kate, and Rusalka—are technically superior to the little group of more specifically ‘American’ works; the symphonic poems of 1896–7, curious products of a still more curious belief that the forms of absolute instrumental music were exhausted, are inferior except in orchestration. All these works are melodically charming; all have a delicious translucency of texture and colour that Dvořák had only partially and occasionally attained in earlier days. But, except perhaps the operas, they are the products almost of slippered ease, not of high artistic endeavour. Oddly enough, the operas show a reawakened interest in Wagner, and the crossing of Wagner with nationalism produced results very like those of the similar crossing in the Rimsky-Korsakov operas of the same period.


Only one thing remains to be said to correct this account of a rather complicated personal evolution; that it would not be difficult to find in any of these periods at least one or two compositions that are at variance with the predominant tendency of the moment. But it is necessary to make it a little clearer what these influences amount to, digested or undigested or half-digested, in the music of Dvořák’s maturity. I must, for instance, show what I mean by the assertion that Negro music corresponded to something already latent in Dvořák’s musical make-up. The Negro traits in Dvořák’s music are partly rhythmic—mainly a type of syncopation so unspecifically Negro that it has long been popularly known as the ‘Scottish snap’—partly melodic, or rather modal: a tendency to flatten the seventh degree of the scale and a love of pentatonic melodies or pentatonic segments of ordinary major or minor melodies, particularly of what I venture to call the melodic ‘knight’s move’: the permutations and combinations of the first, fifth and sixth, or second, third and fifth degrees of the major scale (the two groups together forming the complete pentatonic scale). That the New World Symphony, and to an even greater extent the F major Quartet and the E flat Quintet, are stamped all over with these traits no one will deny; that these obsessions, for they amount to that, were due to Dvořák’s interest in the music of the American Negroes is highly probable. But each one of these traits may be found in Dvořák’s music long before he crossed the Atlantic, even if they did not yet amount to obsessions. Dvořák had written a major melody with the flattened seventh in No. 6 of the Gypsy Songs of 1880. The wistful rising third in syncopated rhythm that one finds in the New World Symphony, the F major Quartet, and the middle section of the popular G flat Humoreske for piano, occurs in at least two quite different passages of the slow movement of the G major Symphony, to look no further: in the curiously interjected little passages for clarinets in thirds near the beginning (which sound more like anticipations of Sibelius than echoes of Negro song—which, the Symphony having been written in 1889, they could not have been) and in the melody quoted as Ex. 13b below. Of the two motives which the alleged ‘Swing low, sweet chariot’ theme in the New World has in common with its ‘original’, one is the pentatonic knight’s move, the other may be found (in the minor) in the Czech folk-song, ‘Pod tím našim okenečkem’; moreover the motive in the latter has the characteristic syncopated rhythm of the first motive of the symphonic theme. That gives us the clue; these melodic and rhythmic traits are not uncommon in the music of many countries and many composers, but if Dvořák picked them up from any particular sources it was from Smetana and the folk-music of his native land. Consider these two fragments of melody:
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They are quoted not from some work of Dvořák’s ‘Negro’ period but from Smetana’s Trio in G minor, written in 1855. And the pentatonic knight’s move may be found in the opening bars of The Bartered Bride overture, in the first theme of Vyšehrad, in Martinka’s song in the First Act of The Kiss, and doubtless in many other characteristic pages of Smetana.


Smetana’s influence on Dvořák was, of course, not limited to these particular traits, though it is less wide or deep than one might expect. And it is not easy for a non-Czech critic to make up his mind in some instances whether Dvořák is reflecting Smetana or both are reflecting Czech folk-idiom. On some technical points and in one or two cases of something like reminiscence one can speak more confidently. Reminiscences are the least important aspect of influence, worth noting only because they show what the influenced composer has failed to digest quite completely; so I only observe by the way that the introduction to The Spectre’s Bride and the theme which suggests the ‘rapid gait’ of the demon-lover would probably not have turned out quite as they did if Smetana had not written Vltava and Šárka. And I draw attention to the similarity of the introduction to the last of the Biblical Songs to the love-duet in the First Act of The Bartered Bride only to show what a very, very naïve old man that naïve old man could be. There are, however, more interesting relationships between them than these. Oddest of all is Dvořák’s trick of modelling the lay-out of the opening of a work on that of one of Smetana’s compositions. The harp-passage that introduces the Slavonic Rhapsody in A flat can hardly fail to remind anyone who knows Smetana’s Vyšehrad of the harp-solo which opens that work. A subtler parallel—between the openings of Dvořák’s F major Quartet and Smetana’s E minor (From my Life)—has been pointed out by Dunhill in his book on chamber-music: ‘We have in the first few bars of each the same pianissimo movement in sixths by the two violins, giving the key chord; the same holding note on the cello, forming a pedal-bass; a similar space of silence for the viola, and a similar trumpet-like entry at the end of the rest.’ (‘But here,’ adds Dunhill, ‘the similarity ends,’ and he goes on to show how favourably Dvořák’s pure chamber-style compares with Smetana’s quasi-orchestral writing.) There is a similar rough parallel between the brilliant opening tuttis of Dvořák’s Carnival Overture and that to Smetana’s Kiss, though here again closer examination soon shows how the young composer refined on the older.


When we come to those naïve repetitions of a motive, perhaps a single bar of melody, perhaps a figure in a cadential or transitional passage, we touch on something more fundamental in the musical thought of both—and we can say with some confidence that both were indebted for it to a habit of Czech folk-song. One notices it in Smetana’s G minor Trio, in the overture to Libuše and above all (as one would expect) in his Czech Dances for piano, which, unlike Dvořák’s Slavonic Dances, are arrangements of actual folk-tunes (cf. in particular the ‘Cibulička’, where motive-repetition is not only characteristic of the chief melody but used in the manner made familiar by Dvořák to produce points of repose). How profoundly the habit pervaded and affected Dvořák’s musical thought I shall try to show later. Another trick common to both the Czech masters is quick alternation of major and minor, immediate repetition of a major phrase or chord-progression in the minor, or vice versa. This may be a folk-trait, but it is quite certainly one of the hall-marks of nineteenth-century romanticism; its origins lie back beyond Schubert, though it was Schubert who first exploited it to the full—so fully as almost to make it his personal property. When the rest of the musical material is utterly un-Schubertian, as in Smetana’s ‘Furiant’ for piano (from the Czech Dances), one does not think of him; but it is the almost imperceptible swings from minor to major and back again, even more than the nonchalant rhythm and the half-gay, half-melancholy, altogether sweet melody, that make one inwardly cry ‘Schubert!’ when one hears the second movement of the Dumky Trio.


Though the likeness is not often so obvious as here, one often does think of Schubert when listening to Dvořák. We know that the Czech master deliberately took Schubert as one of his models, even in orchestration; he was apt to remember rather disconcertingly, not any specific Schubertian theme, but Schubert’s style in general, perhaps melodically (e.g., the second subject of the first movement of the Quartet in E major), perhaps harmonically (e.g., the cadence that concludes the cello-clarinet-bassoon-and-horn melody at the beginning of the Fourth Symphony); but deeper than all this is a true spiritual affinity. Dvořák was not such a great composer as Schubert, but if anyone were competent to play Elisha to Schubert’s Elijah it was he. No one else since Schubert has had quite such a well of rich, spontaneous, endlessly singing melody, others have—unfortunately—caught Schubert’s discursiveness, none but Dvořák the secret of the long-drawn sweetness that can make such discursiveness delightful. He himself fails to do it in a comparatively early work like the F minor String Quartet, where in the first movement, trying to fill a big space with inadequate material, he falls back on the typical Schubertian device of erecting chord-edifices to which he tries to give the appearance of ‘thematic working-out’ by stamping each harmonic brick with a pattern of theme. He imitates Schubert’s syncopated-chord accompaniments even in such a mature work as the D major Symphony, but when in the slow movement of the same work he catches the very essence of Schubert’s rustic sweetness he does it not by imitation but by natural affinity. More than one commentator has heard in the coda of that slow movement echoes of the corresponding passages in Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony; indeed one would have to be deaf or a serious sufferer from loss of memory not to hear them; but although we know that Dvořák also took the greater master as a model, there is much less of Beethoven in him than of Schubert. There was not the same affinity of spirit or of musical nature and capability. Anyone can hear that Dvořák had carefully studied Beethoven’s style, his methods of structure and working-out, the durchbrochene Arbeit of his texture; sometimes we can even catch him at work on a definite model, as in the fourth variation of the finale of the String Sextet which is obviously referable to the sixth variation of the finale of Beethoven’s Quartet, Op. 74. But even in the most Beethovenian of all Dvořák’s compositions—the A flat Variations for piano, related (though more distantly than the case just quoted) to the A flat variations of the C minor Symphony, Beethovenian even in the piano-writing—even this work is closer to Schubert than to Beethoven. One might accurately put it that Dvořák was influenced less by Beethoven than by the Beethovenian element in Schubert.


In the same way he was especially influenced by the Schubertian element in Brahms. H. C. Colles has shown3 how the opening of Dvořák’s D major Symphony is modelled on the parallel passage in Brahms’s Symphony in the same key, which had appeared two or three years earlier: ‘Though the idea is all Dvořák’s own, it will be seen that the constructional plan is very close to that of Brahms even to the point of an identity in the harmonic sequence…. Look further on after the double bar to the way in which Dvořák approaches his development of this idea, and the impression must be confirmed that not merely Brahms’s general method of structure but the example of the Second Symphony in particular is acting as his unconscious guide.’ This is the same sort of ‘modelling’ that we have already noticed in connection with Smetana and I am tempted to put a question-mark after Colles’s ‘unconscious’, as well as to remark parenthetically that the harmonic trends show that both composers had learned the rules of musical behaviour from Beethoven; but the less instructed listener, hearing the naïve Ländler-like melody and the syncopated horn- and viola-chords, will be more likely to think of Schubert than of Brahms. Even the D minor String Quartet, which is actually dedicated to Brahms and does here and there appropriately touch its hat to him, is both spiritually and technically nearer to Schubert than to the recipient of the dedication. Dvořák does sometimes draw near to Brahms in melodic feeling (cf. the chief melody of the slow movement of the Dvořák Violin Concerto which is a distant cousin of typically Brahmsian melodies in the first movement of the Clarinet Quintet, the slow movement of the Fourth Symphony, and ‘Von ewiger Liebe’), just as he sometimes sounds the depths of his solemn harmonies (e.g. in the sixth of the piano Variations) or even, more surprisingly, picks up an orchestral trick from him (e.g., the essentially pianistic arpeggios drawn across the score in bar 10 of the poco adagio of the D minor Symphony). But it is worth pointing out that in the one case where Dvořák does lapse into direct reminiscence of Brahms—the second subject of the first movement of the D minor Symphony, of which the first two bars are note for note the same even in key as the slow-movement melody of Brahms’s B flat Piano Concerto—the essentially Brahmsian feature of Dvořák’s melody is not this coincidence of notes, which is only an amusing case of failure to digest something acquired by the unconscious, but the continuation, which reflects one of Brahms’s most purely individual traits: the uninterrupted extension of a ‘tuneful’, songlike phrase into what can only be described as ‘thematic line’. We hear the beginning of what sounds like a stanzaic song-melody, but at the point where one expects a more or less commonplace cadence and an answering phrase it throws out tendrils consisting of motives that can be, and invariably are, developed in the classical symphonic manner. Dvořák follows this pattern also in the first theme of the same movement and in that of the allegro non troppo of his F minor Trio. It is in such points as this rather than in mere melodic reminiscences that one detects the real impact of one composer’s mind on another’s.


The impact of Liszt and Wagner is less evident than Brahms’s, perhaps because it occurred at an earlier period of Dvořák’s life and pro duced the most obvious results in immature works that Dvořák suppressed or even destroyed, whereas that of Brahms happened in his maturity and is specially apparent in such masterpieces as the Symphony and Trio just mentioned. Neither Liszt nor Wagner affected his style as they did Smetana’s. Of Liszt one can only say that Dvořák probably learned from him the technique of theme-transformation—though he might have learned it just as easily from Schubert’s Wanderer Fantasia. (Similarly there is little doubt that Dvořák acquired the continuous texture of his operas and his somewhat rudimentary Leitmotiv technique from Wagner, though it is more than likely that he and his contemporaries would have arrived where they did by a process of evolution from the operas of Spohr, Weber, Marschner and Schumann even if these two tendencies, continuous texture and use of Leitmotive, had never been crystallised in the work of a single genius like Wagner; indeed Dvořák, except perhaps in his last operas, and most of the other post-Wagnerians are nearer to the pre-Wagnerians than to Wagner himself.) Many of Dvořák’s theme-transformations must be familiar to almost every music-lover: the basing of the finale of the Fourth Symphony on a theme expanded from the principal idea of the first movement, the coda of the allegretto of the same Symphony based on a transformation of the trio melody, the slow and quick sections of the dumka of the E flat String Quartet, the transformations in the New World Symphony, the metamorphoses of the motto-theme of ‘death’ in the Requiem and of the theme common to the Carnival, Nature and Othello overtures. There is a beautiful half-reference in the scherzo of the G major String Quartet to part of the theme of the preceding adagio, the motive quoted in Ex. 16 below. But I choose for quotation two examples from less-known quartets, both because they are subtler and because they are more typical of Dvořák’s musical thinking at its best than the cruder, more Lisztian metamorphoses in the Fourth and Fifth Symphonies. The second subject of the first allegro of the D minor Quartet:
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