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Preface

Composed: 19 November — 8 December 1874

First petformance: 4 April 1875, Zofin Hall, Prague, Czech Opera
Orchestra, conductor; Adolf Cech

First publication: F. A, Urbanek, December 1879 (piano duet arrangement);
1881 (full score)

Instrumentation: piccolo, 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets; 2 bassoons —

4 horns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba — timpani — percussion (triangle,
bass drum, cymbals) — harp — strings

Duration: ca. 13 minutes

There are few among those of the most popular symphonic poems in the repertoire that speak
with such a poetic clarity and descriptive precision as Smetana’s Vitava. The germination of
the work has been ascribed to the occasion of a visit Smetana had made on 28 August 1867 to
the confluence of the river’s two sources at which the composer observed its seasonally shift-
ing appearance with the focus of an Impressionist paintet. The work is also to a great extent a
summation, since it is a unified expression of the social duty Smetana felt, in that role, to his
country and a personal gesture in the face of tragic circumstances. Almost at the same time
that he began formulating the work, the debilitating symptoms of syphilis took hold of him
during 1874, in the form of permanent deafness accompanied by raging tinnitus which
obscured all hope of hearing any music ever again.

Despite this, and with perhaps a Beethovenian defiance in retaliation against his sudden deaf-
ness, Smetana began work on his series of symphonic poems — of which Vitava is the second
in the sequence — to which eventually he gave the simple but powerful title M4 Viasz, ‘My
Country’. Although they can often be found programmed separately, the present work
undoubtedly most of all, Smetana intended them to be heard as a single ‘multi-movement’
work. The cycle is a descriptive symphony in all but name. Originally planned as a four-work
cycle, to be called Viast, ‘The Fatherland’, the work would have proved even closer to this
conception.

The Vltava, or Moldau river, is central to the Bohemian consciousness in terms of its symbol-
ism and codification of a national cultural ideology. Geographically, it is the longest river in
what is now the Czech Republic, flowing the best part of three-hundred miles, and emptying
eventually into the Elbe. There is a two-fold narrative unfolding in Smetana’s symphonic
poem: one that traces the physical path of the river, from the bubbling up of the incipient
stream at its two sources through to the broad grandeur of an estuary — that full range of land-




v

scape drama being clearly evident in the progress of the musical gestures; the second aspect is
the appearance, growth and flowering of a nation — this a more symbolic thread — suggested
not simply by the scenes of hunting and village weddings but also by the profession of proud
patriotism at the extended coda. This hymn-like pride evident in Vifava can be found in the
more dedicated exposition of nationalism in Blanzk.

The introductory section, ‘First source of the Vltava’, that precedes the clear, folk-like theme
at letter A is — next to Debussy’s La Mer — perhaps the most exquisite depiction of the natural
movement of water in the orchestral literature. Eddies swirl and spiral across nearly 40 bars of
flutes and clarinets centred closely around the note E almost throughout. The broad, E minor
melody, whose long sweep in violins and oboes immediately conjures a great river in the
mind’s eye ensues; the rippling waters drive on in the lower strings. The river painted thus
with obvious clarity, Smetana’s patriotic narrative thread is first evinced by the woodland
hunting scene that immediately follows.

At bars 80-117, ‘Forests — Hunting’, we are clearly no longer being carried along by the
undaunted currents of the Moldau. Smetana’s adoption of the river more as ‘some great
mighty thought threading a dream’ — a symbol for life’s or a national continuum, is shown in
the bugle calls and equestrian vaunting in the strings. This leads to the ‘Village Wedding’ at
bars 118-176 and the metre changes to an almost May-song, four-square 2/4 contour. The
river is a backdrop and a bloodline that connects the composer on an individual level to his
nation’s past but similarly connects the listener to a universal expression of social unity
through a shared cultural heritage.

The section at bars 181-238, ‘Moonlight — Dances of water-nymphs’, is a hauntingly sensitive
paragraph of orchestral colours. Three layers are melded together here: the agitated water’s
surface in flutes and clarinets, embraced by a tranquil halo of muted, divided strings; the
distant brass fanfares that emerge from held chords offer a mysterious background urgency.

The river meanders back to the foreground at bar 239 — a musically structural recapitulation
of the main theme at letter A that leads us smoothly but deceptively to the abrupt cataract of
the St John Rapids at bars 271-332. As the river broadens at the Pizi moto in bar 333, we are
led inexorably back to the Bohemian age of heroes and Vysehrad — a rocky outcrop of histor-
ical and mythological importance near Prague — the first piece in the cycle, whose theme
appears here at the close of Vitava.

David Lewiston Sharpe
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Vitava

(Prvni pramen Vltavy)

(First source of the Vltava)

(Die erste Quelle der Vltava) Bed¥ich Smetana
(1824-1884)

Allegro comodo non agitato (in 2)
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