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Interpretations of Czech composer Bedřich Smetana and his music have 
shifted as frequently as the political contexts in which they were written. 
This book examines not just Smetana but also the scholar-politicians who 
have imagined and reimagined him and his works since the nineteenth century. 
During the 1870s, Smetana helped found a powerful nationalist organization 
called the Umelecká beseda (Artistic Society), whose members produced the 
earliest scholarship on the composer as part of their calls for political action. 
Within the increasingly radicalized discourses of the twentieth century, 
individuals including future Minister of Culture and Education Zdeněk Nejedlý 
attacked the Umelecká beseda for not being nationalistic enough, producing 
their own revisionist histories of Smetana and his works. Kelly St. Pierre 
investigates Smetana as both nationalist composer and national symbol, 
revealing the composer’s legacy as a dynamic figure whose mythology has 
been rewritten time and time again to suit changing political perspectives.

“A significant work of scholarship, Kelly St. Pierre’s Bedřich Smetana: Myth, 
Music, and Propaganda fills an obvious and important gap in the literature of 
musical politics in Prague from the last quarter of the nineteenth century to the 
end of the First Republic. With an excellent and thorough consideration of both 
Czech and English sources, including the most recent publications, this book 
will be indispensable for scholars and enthusiasts of Czech music, as well as 
scholars, students, and devotees of late nineteenth-century European cultural 
and intellectual history.”

—Derek Katz, author of Janáček beyond the Borders

Kelly St. Pierre is assistant professor of musicology at Wichita State University.

Cover image: Charles Bridge, Prague. Photo by hotblack at Morguefile.com.

Smetana_covers_MECH.indd   1 2/7/17   9:53 AM



Bedřich Smetana

St Pierre.indd   iSt Pierre.indd   i 1/30/2017   11:14:02 AM1/30/2017   11:14:02 AM



August Halm: A Critical and Creative Life in Music
Lee A. Rothfarb

The Ballet Collaborations of Richard Strauss
Wayne Heisler Jr.

Beethoven’s Century: Essays on Composers and Themes
Hugh Macdonald

The French Symphony at the Fin de Siècle: Style, Culture, and the Symphonic Tradition
Andrew Deruchie

Irony and Sound: The Music of Maurice Ravel
Stephen Zank

John Kirkpatrick, American Music, and the Printed Page
Drew Massey

Opera and Ideology in Prague:
Polemics and Practice at the National Theater, 1900–1938

Brian S. Locke

Pentatonicism from the Eighteenth Century to Debussy
Jeremy Day-O’Connell

Wagner and Venice
John W. Barker

Wagner and Wagnerism in Nineteenth-Century Sweden,
Finland, and the Baltic Provinces: Reception, Enthusiasm, Cult

Hannu Salmi

Eastman Studies in Music

Ralph P. Locke, Senior Editor
Eastman School of Music

Additional Titles of Interest

A complete list of titles in the Eastman Studies in Music series may be found
on the University of Rochester Press website, www.urpress.com

St Pierre.indd   iiSt Pierre.indd   ii 1/30/2017   11:15:19 AM1/30/2017   11:15:19 AM



Bedřich Smetana

Myth, Music, and Propaganda

Kelly St. Pierre

St Pierre.indd   iiiSt Pierre.indd   iii 1/30/2017   11:15:19 AM1/30/2017   11:15:19 AM



 The University of Rochester Press gratefully acknowledges generous support from the 
AMS 75 PAYS Endowment of the American Musicological Society, funded in part by 
the National Endowment for the Humanities and the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation.

Copyright © 2017 by Kelly St. Pierre

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under current legislation, no 
part of this work may be photocopied, stored in a retrieval system, 
published, performed in public, adapted, broadcast, transmitted, 
recorded, or reproduced in any form or by any means, without the 
prior permission of the copyright owner.

First published 2017

University of Rochester Press
668 Mt. Hope Avenue, Rochester, NY 14620, USA
www.urpress.com
and Boydell & Brewer Limited
PO Box 9, Woodbridge, Suffolk IP12 3DF, UK
www.boydellandbrewer.com

ISBN-13: 978-1-58046-510-6

ISSN: 1071-9989

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: St. Pierre, Kelly, author.
Title: Bedřich Smetana : myth, music, and propaganda / Kelly St. Pierre.
Other titles: Eastman studies in music ; v. 139.
Description: Rochester : University of Rochester Press, 2017. | Series: Eastman studies 

in music ; v. 139 | Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2016052380 | ISBN 9781580465106 (hardcover : alk. paper)
Subjects: LCSH: Smetana, Bedřich, 1824–1884. | Composers—Czech Republic—

Biography.
Classification: LCC ML410.S63 S77 2017 | DDC 780.92 [B]—dc23 LC record 

available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2016052380

This publication is printed on acid-free paper.
Printed in the United States of America.

St Pierre.indd   ivSt Pierre.indd   iv 1/30/2017   11:15:33 AM1/30/2017   11:15:33 AM



Contents

Acknowledgments vii

Introduction 1

1 Smetana Advocacy and Czech Nation-Building 7

2 Smetana, Czechness, and the New German School 25

3 Smetana, Czechness, and Wagner 47

4 Smetana as a Proven Genius 81

5 Writing the Smetana Myth: Historiography and Czechness 95

Conclusion 109

Notes 113

Bibliography 151

Index 163

St Pierre.indd   vSt Pierre.indd   v 1/30/2017   11:15:33 AM1/30/2017   11:15:33 AM



St Pierre.indd   viSt Pierre.indd   vi 1/30/2017   11:15:33 AM1/30/2017   11:15:33 AM



Acknowledgments

I would like to extend my warm thanks to a number of individuals who were 
indispensable in producing this study. Foremost among them is Francesca 
Britten, who gave generously of her knowledge, expertise, and insight through-
out the various stages of this project. I also owe a great debt to Daniel Golmark, 
Mary Davis, and Martha Woodmansee, who provided valuable assistance and 
discussion from its earliest versions. Additionally, Brian Locke and Derek Katz 
gave charitably of their time and counseling at diff erent points throughout 
this research. I benefi ted greatly from their critical direction and eye-opening 
feedback.

I am also grateful to Brian Locke and Michael Beckerman for facilitating 
introductions with several librarians and archivists in Prague. Among them, 
Kateřina Maýrová, Olga Mojžíšová, and Markéta Kabelková were exception-
ally helpful in organizing this research. Th e warmth and hospitality of Šárka 
Handlová, and Zuzana Petrášková warrant special thanks here. Th e American 
Council of Learned Societies, the Case Western Reserve University College 
of Arts and Sciences, and the American Musicological Society (AMS) 
Harold Powers World Travel Grant all made research for this study pos-
sible. Additionally, this book’s publication was supported by the AMS 75 
PAYS Endowment of the American Musicological Society, funded in part 
by the National Endowment for the Humanities and the Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation.

I am deeply indebted to numerous friends and family members for their 
assistance and encouragement, especially Dagmar Leary and Jan Daněk whose 
countless hours of patient instruction helped grant me the language skills neces-
sary to complete this project. My gratitude for the intellectual and personal sup-
port all of my colleagues, particularly of Devin Burke, Erin Smith, Matt Smith, 
Brian Wright, and Michael Householder, cannot be understated. Additionally, 
I owe a special debt of gratitude to Sarah Tomasewski, Patty McSpadden, Tom 
and Tammy St. Pierre, Earl Brinker, and, chiefl y among them, Mike St. Pierre 
for their extraordinary patience and support. Th is book is dedicated to Mike.

St Pierre.indd   viiSt Pierre.indd   vii 1/30/2017   11:15:33 AM1/30/2017   11:15:33 AM



St Pierre.indd   viiiSt Pierre.indd   viii 1/30/2017   11:15:33 AM1/30/2017   11:15:33 AM



Introduction

Bedřich Smetana recorded in his diary that he “began” work on “Vyšehrad,” the 
fi rst symphonic poem of his cycle Má vlast (My homeland), in September of 
1874.1 Yet scholars have challenged the composer’s chronology for over a cen-
tury, suggesting both earlier and later start dates and nuancing the defi nition of 
“began.” Václav Zelený argued in his 1894 memoir that Smetana actually fi rst 
conceived “Vyšehrad’s” main motive—“a persistent four-note germ cell”—on 
October 20, 1874.2 Vladimír Helfert combined sketch studies and a November 
1872 report from Hudební listy (Music news) that the composer “intended” 
to write new orchestral compositions called “Vyšehrad” and “Vltava” to argue 
that Smetana began work on the movement in that month.3 Mirko Očadlík 
echoed (without directly acknowledging) Helfert’s study, also claiming that 
Smetana began “Vyšehrad” in 1872.4 Most recently, Brian Large presented his 
own sketch study of “Vyšehrad” to further support the 1872 dating.5

Th ese authors’ investment in correcting Smetana’s own noted starting date 
for “Vyšehrad” refl ects more than a desire to render history accurately. Th eir 
newly-proposed timings each coincide with critical moments in Smetana’s 
biography that reinforce a mythology framing him as the lone originator of a 
specifi cally Czech music.6 Zelený’s dates correspond to Smetana’s fi rst recorded 
experience of defi nitive hearing loss. Th is chronology positions “Vyšehrad” 
as a manifestation of the most romantically tragic and Beethovenian compo-
nent of Smetana’s “genius”—his deafness.7 Helfert’s claim, by contrast, hinges 
on musical interrelationships within Smetana’s output. Th e author argues that 
Smetana incorporated themes from his most deliberately nationalistic work, 
the opera Libuše, into “Vyšehrad” (a comparison made easier if Smetana began 
“Vyšehrad” just aft er completing Libuše in 1872) and asserts that Smetana must 
have intended both works as “magnifi cent national apotheoses.”8 Očadlík also 
situates “Vyšehrad” as an extension of Libuše’s greatness and cites the report 
in Hudební listy to argue that Smetana began the movement in 1872.9 Large 
similarly underscores connections between “Vyšehrad” and Libuše, but focuses 
in particular on distancing “Vyšehrad” from the possibility of an additional, 
less desirable connection. He responds to similarities between “Vyšehrad” and 
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2  ❧  i n t ro d u c t i o n

Zdeněk Fibich’s nationalistic symphonic poem Záboj, Slavoj and Luděk (pre-
miered before Smetana’s recorded start date) by arguing that the nuances of 
Smetana’s autograph manuscript “exonerated” the composer “from any sugges-
tions of plagiarism.”10 In all of these instances, discussions of the “facts” con-
cerning Smetana’s composition dates are politically driven: they emphasize 
Smetana’s tragic deafness, Czechness, greatness, genius, and—in the case of 
Large—explicitly aim to preserve the composer’s idealized autonomy.

Th is disagreement raises important questions about the links between nation-
alism and historiography: If a desire to portray Smetana as a freestanding and 
self-motivated instigator of a Czech school of music has aff ected even basic under-
standings of his biography, what else has been infl uenced by this agenda? And 
what information about the composer has been overlooked or even deliberately 
written out of history as a consequence of authors’ ideological aims? And how 
and why did the ideas we do have about the composer become so fi xed that schol-
ars as late as the 1970s were still tweaking century-old “facts”? Th is book explores 
these questions by examining not only the composer but also the powerful orga-
nizations that formulated and propagated Smetana’s myth through the twentieth 
century. During the 1870s, Smetana helped found an infl uencial nationalist orga-
nization called the Umělecká beseda (Artistic society; hereaft er UB) whose mem-
bers produced the earliest scholarly and critical prose on the composer as part of 
their calls for political action. Within the increasingly radicalized discourses of 
the early twentieth century (and aft er Smetana’s death), individuals attacked the 
UB for not being nationalist enough and produced their own revisionist histories 
of Smetana and his works. Th is book investigates Smetana not only as a national-
ist composer, but also as a national symbol. It reveals the composer’s legacy as a 
dynamic political apparatus whose mythology has been rewritten time and time 
again to suit shift ing political perspectives.

Two principal objectives structure this study’s larger discussion. Th e fi rst is 
to provide an account of the UB’s membership and activities in order to explore 
an important context for Smetana research generally. A group of UB mem-
bers founded their own publishing house in 1871 called the “Matice hudební” 
(Music foundation; hereaft er MH) and used this platform to produce nearly all 
nineteenth-century collections of source material on the composer, including 
reviews of his works, anthologies of his personal correspondence, and suppos-
edly defi nitive scores. But UB members’ motivations were not only scholarly: 
they carefully rendered Smetana as Lisztian and Wagnerian (later read as “not 
Czech”) so that the composer came across as cosmopolitan and relevant—that 
is, so that Czechs might also appear cosmopolitan and relevant enough to war-
rant their own autonomy under Habsburg rule. Th eir scholarship was deeply 
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i n t ro d u c t i o n  ❧  3

entwined with political advocacy, and even modern scholars are thus forced to 
negotiate their past political platforms.

Th e second objective of this study is to reappraise the role that the sec-
ondary literature has played in constructions of Smetana. In particular, the 
scholarly activities of Zdeněk Nejedlý, who later became the fi rst Minister 
of Culture and Education under the Communist administration (1948–62), 
have profoundly shaped understandings of Smetana. At the beginning of the 
twentieth century, Nejedlý led an “off ensive” against the UB to support new 
and more zealous forms of Smetana advocacy, which included the founding 
of the organization Hudební klub (Music club, 1911–27) and the journal 
Smetana (1910–26).11 Whereas past UB members used their publications 
to construct Smetana as cosmopolitan, Nejedlý and his colleagues called 
on then-emerging formalist methodologies to refashion Smetana as more 
idealistically and rigidly Czech. Th ey removed the possibility of Smetana’s 
Wagnerian infl uence from their histories, so that Smetana emerged as a 
strictly Czech hero—one more suitable to the increasing radicalization that 
characterized the early twentieth century.

Smetana has not received substantive critical attention in English in either 
a biography or full-length study since John Clapham’s Smetana (1972). Such a 
lengthy span of time means that any Western researcher’s most recent, in-depth 
reference on the composer is deeply (and understandably) informed by Cold 
War politics. But outside of even basic literature on the composer, this study 
helps to expand our understanding of nationalism in musical discourse, partic-
ularly notions of “Czechness.” As Marta Ottlová and Milan Pospíšil point out 
in their volume, Bedřich Smetana a jeho doba: vybrané studie (Bedřich Smetana 
and his times: Selected studies, 1997), past scholars have typically approached 
studies of Smetana from a strongly nationalist perspective, working to pre-
serve Smetana’s status as a national hero.12 Michael Beckerman adds in his “In 
Search of Czechness in Music” that even this myth operates from the assump-
tion that a distinctly “Czech” music does exist, which, itself, is highly problem-
atic.13 Shift ing focus from celebrations of Smetana as an autonomous hero to 
an examination of the composer as a participant within collective social move-
ments complicates traditional, nationalistically-motivated, and sometimes 
genius-centered renderings of Smetana and his works. It calls into question his 
status as a monolithic “voice” for the nation while also allowing for the diverse, 
confl icting, and sometimes even desperate needs of the audiences that hoisted 
him to that position. It also deconstructs systems of national codifi cation in 
analysis, as more recent scholars like Shay Loya and Daniel Grimley have done 
in their own studies.14
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4  ❧  i n t ro d u c t i o n

As a means to facilitate this discussion, this book is divided into fi ve chap-
ters. Th e fi rst three center on the UB and understandings of Smetana during 
the nineteenth century, and the remaining two on understandings of Smetana 
within the increasingly radicalist and eventually Communist discourses of 
the twentieth. Chapter 1 situates the UB within the Czech National Rebirth, 
which, especially from the 1850s, dominated Prague’s middle classes. Despite 
the implication of its name, and as Gary Cohen and Rita Krueger point out, 
the Rebirth was not aimed at “rescuing” a once-thriving Czech culture, but ori-
ented around an envisioned “reawakening” to the possibility of nationhood.15 
Th e UB’s founding, along with its members’ advocacy for Smetana, is best 
understood within this movement’s then-forming community.

Th e following two chapters take the competing chronological positionings 
of “Vyšehrad,” as laid out at the outset of this introduction, along with the vari-
ous political aims they represent as a starting point for more focused study. Th e 
second chapter looks more closely at a UB propaganda campaign that promoted 
Smetana as Lisztian during the nineteenth century. Smetana’s cycle of symphonic 
poems, Má vlast, was warmly received as nationalistically “Czech” aft er its pre-
miere in 1882, but its success was due in large part to the activities of UB mem-
bers who promoted the collection as indebted to Liszt and the so-called New 
German School from as early as 1873. For UB authors, Smetana’s conquest of 
supposedly German sounds especially in Má vlast’s fi rst movement, “Vyšehrad,” 
embodied the revolution necessary to gain autonomy under Habsburg rule, so 
that even listening to Smetana became a political act during the era.

Chapter 3 examines a second component of the UB’s propaganda campaign, 
which promoted Smetana as Wagnerian. Unlike members’ attempts to link 
Smetana and Liszt, the move to yoke Smetana to Wagner was especially charged 
for many Prague audiences, a circumstance which led to the “music battles” of the 
1870s. In the past, scholarly discussions of the “battles” have focused on either dis-
paraging Smetana’s opponents, such as František Pivoda, or rescuing the composer 
from the possibility of Wagner’s infl uence. Here, however, I explore UB members’ 
careful positioning of Smetana not as a Czech Wagner, but a Wagnerian Czech—
an artist-prophet whose music, and especially its appropriations of Wagner, had the 
potential to transport Czechs to a happier and better time. Th is distinction opens 
up new understandings of the composer and his compositions, especially of his 
fourth opera and most deliberately nationalistic work, Libuše.

Th e book’s fourth and fi ft h chapters consider twentieth-century assessments 
of early UB members’ writings in order to theorize the close relationships 
between “Vyšehrad” and Libuše and to contextualize the publication gap that 
has emerged in Smetana research since the 1980s. Chapter 4 orients around 
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a landmark publication in Smetana scholarship, Motiv Smetanova “Vyšehradu” 
(Th e motive of Smetana’s “Vyšehrad,” 1917), which was written by Vladimír 
Helfert (at that time one of one Nejedlý’s closest affi  liates) and produced with 
the support of the Music Club and journal Smetana. In his study, Helfert 
sought to prove defi nitively that “Vyšehrad” and Libuše together served as one 
great monument to the nation. He argued that their “organicism” confi rmed 
their status as Czech “national apotheoses.”16 Despite the apparent timeless-
ness of his scholarship and attractiveness of his conclusions, Helfert’s study was 
deeply indebted to the political context in which he produced it. Th is chap-
ter situates Helfert’s study within the shift ing political dynamics of his time to 
reveal both his and his supporters’ investment in reimagining Smetana to suit 
new political ideologies.

Examining the political and ideological circumstances that interacted with 
Smetana scholarship through the twentieth century illuminates not just the 
ways the composer’s myth was transformed to meet new audiences’ needs, but 
also the humanity of this research—the stakes, interests, and sometimes per-
ils of those who studied him through the twentieth century. Th is book’s fi ft h 
chapter, then, broadens to consider the thinkers and politicians that helped 
formulate Smetana’s myth during the era. Th e so-called “dispute over the mean-
ing of Czech history” initiated by Tomáš Masaryk—future fi rst president of 
Czechoslovakia upon its founding in 1918—occupied researchers like Nejedlý 
and Helfert through the 1930s. Within the “dispute,” scholarship became a 
platform for reimagining a Czech past and prescribing the nation’s future—
especially as that future concerned scholars’ own possible roles as its policy 
makers. Under the Communist administration, however, Smetana research 
became a vessel for “ideovost,” or the conscious reinscription of state ideology.17 
Th ese shift ing conceptualizations meant that Smetana was transformed from a 
platform for self-promotion at the beginning of the century to a fl attened sym-
bol of the state by its end, and that the composer became part of a legacy that 
was shed upon the end of the Communist regime in 1989, rather than a contin-
ued topic for investigation. Th is chapter hopes to illuminate the block that has 
lodged in Smetana scholarship toward reopening inquiry into the fi eld.

Before beginning these discussions, a few remarks on terminology are neces-
sary. First, descriptors like “Czech” and “German” (along with their comparable 
nouns like “Czechness”) will only appear within quotes upon their fi rst appear-
ance unless their treatment calls for particular emphasis. Th ese quotes are in no 
way an eff ort to undermine the validity and reality that these distinguishers held 
for past audiences, but rather to acknowledge the subjectivity inherent in their 
use, whether describing sounds or notions of ethnicity and race.
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6  ❧  i n t ro d u c t i o n

All translations are my own unless otherwise indicated, and I include the 
original Czech in the notes alongside the citations. I quote liberally from 
František Bartoš’s Smetana ve vzpomínkách a dopisech (1941), using Daphne 
Rusbridge’s translation, Bedřich Smetana: Letters and Reminiscences (1955). 
To describe Bartoš’s anthology as “popularizing” is to put it lightly, but deal-
ing with the body of source material canonized in this collection is important, 
because it reveals with particular clarity the shaping and perpetuating of the 
mythologies surrounding Smetana.18 In addition to Bartoš, I quote frequently 
from Brian Large’s Smetana (1970) and occasionally from John Clapham’s 
Smetana (1972). Together, these three sources allowed the Smetana mythology 
to travel to England and overseas and, as such, are of great interest to me here—
perhaps even greater interest than the more “accurate” or “original” material in 
Smetana’s own diaries and letters (and even despite Large’s especially problem-
atic impulse to absorb and perpetuate nineteenth-century aesthetic attitudes). 
When the English language translations from these sources contain ungram-
matical material, I have made adjustments for the purpose of intelligibility.

Finally, given the title of this book and the themes that will follow in its subse-
quent pages, it is necessary to briefl y situate the word “propaganda.” Th e activities 
of various dictatorships throughout the twentieth century have justifi ably caused 
this word to become associated with deception and misinformation, giving it a 
very negative cast. But particularly during the nineteenth century, “propaganda” 
can refer more neutrally to the dissemination or propagation of ideas, and it is this 
meaning of the word that I intend in the following discussions, with the exception 
of those passages that address scholarship produced under Communism. Th e 
word’s duality is helpful for acknowledging the continuity between UB members’ 
activism on behalf of Czechness—a large component of which was dedicated to 
rewriting history and manipulating its artifacts—and twentieth-century scholars’ 
intentionally biased renderings of information.

Together, the UB’s nineteenth-century publications, those of UB crit-
ics during the twentieth century, and the shift ing historiographical platforms 
of Czechoslovakia’s changing administrations through the twentieth century, 
reveal Smetana and his legacy as multi-dimensional and dynamic political tools. 
Smetana and his works operated as symbols of revolution during the nineteenth 
century, were reconstructed and celebrated as a rigorously Czech during the 
twentieth, and were relegated to an unwanted Communist legacy aft er 1989. 
Exploring these changing constructions reveals the close relationship between 
politics and scholarship, while opening a window onto the wider complexities of 
nationhood during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
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Chapter One

Smetana Advocacy and 
Czech Nation-Building

When the UB was founded in 1863, its fundamental objective was to facilitate 
the “general cultivation of the fi ne arts.” Its designation as a “beseda” also situ-
ated the organization as “a friendly meeting” or “a neighborly gathering for a 
chat.”1 Despite its relatively neutral beginnings, the UB, born in the midst of 
a “reawakening” or Czech “národní obrození” (national rebirth), unoffi  cially 
transitioned to cultivating and building specifi cally Czech arts by the 1880s.2 
Th is shift  resulted in a new kind of activism among members; whereas in the 
past, the UB had aimed simply to bring together a Czech community, now 
members wanted to promote “Czech” as an aesthetic category, inventing its his-
tory and identifying its artistic leaders, including Bedřich Smetana.

Examining the UB’s origins and shift ing political work creates an important 
framework for this study, not only by contextualizing Smetana’s compositions, 
but by illuminating nuances of nationalist thinking that still deeply impact 
research on the composer today. On one hand, the activism of UB members—
for whom the act of promoting (or not promoting) Smetana became equivalent 
to serving the nation—reminds us that nationalist movements were typically 
divided, their internal struggles undermining any sort of united front.3 We 
should also note that while though nationalists spoke on behalf of a presum-
ably much larger nation, they actually represented a narrow social and eco-
nomic demographic—those who could aff ord to publish and disseminate their 
ideas.4 Th ese circumstances mean that Smetana’s status as a “Czech” composer 
was by no means stable; rather, it was hotly contested among audiences even 
within the UB.5 Additionally, his supposedly Czech musical language did not 
actually give voice to a nation in the largest sense, but a group of social elites. As 
one of the main set of sources for contemporary writings on the composer, UB 
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8  ❧  c h a p t er  o n e

members’ promotions illuminate a narrow perspective, despite their universal-
izing rhetoric that still frames discussions of Smetana today.

Situating the National Rebirth

Th e characteristics of the National Rebirth—a movement from around the 
1830s during which many began self-identifying as “Czech,” rather than 
Austrian or Bohemian—are many and complex. Th e intricacies result in large 
part from the movement’s timespan, as Enlightenment-inspired political and 
scholarly interests from the end of the eighteenth century were recast in the 
nineteenth to suit newly formed Romantic ideologies. For this discussion it is 
helpful to briefl y introduce the political circumstances of the Rebirth as well as 
the privileged role of social organizations, and especially musical ones, within 
the movement. Situating the UB’s origins, shift ing attitudes, and even internal 
strife within the Rebirth will help reveal just how deeply Smetana and his music 
were immersed in and responsible for producing the nationalist discourses of 
the period.

From the UB’s beginnings in 1863 until 1879, the fi rst offi  cial Czech politi-
cal party under Habsburg rule, the Národní strana (National Party) boycotted 
the Diet. Th is meant that Czechs seeking a stronger political voice—the move 
at the core of the Rebirth—continued to lack one. Th e National Party broke 
into two factions as a consequence: the “staročeši” (Old Czechs)—those that 
supported the boycott—and the “mladočeši” (Young Czechs). Th e latter began 
attending meetings of the Diet from 1874 and established their own politi-
cal party in 1888, the Národní strana svobodomyslná (National Freethinkers 
Party). In the absence of governmental representation during the boycott and 
as facilitated by the end of Alexander Bach’s oppressive rule in 1859, social 
organizations became the most powerful agents for change. Hundreds of 
Czech social clubs formed in the 1860s and 1870s worked to cultivate rigid 
distinctions between the Czech and German cultures and languages.6 Such dis-
tinctions were not of great concern previous to the Rebirth; many rural com-
munities even through the end of the century would have expected members to 
be bilingual.7 But for urban, middle- and upper-class citizens from the middle 
of the century—citizens who might most benefi t from representation in the 
Diet—cultivating a Czech identity distinct from their German counterparts 
served their political aims. Even traditionally German-language organizations 
like the Bürgerresource (Měšťanská beseda, or Burgher’s Club) as well as the 
Society for the Bohemian Museum came under Czech leadership during this 
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period. Additionally, Miroslav Tyrš founded a specifi cally Czech gymnasts’ 
organization in 1861 in response to the formation of a comparable German 
club. His resulting Sokol club eventually played a signifi cant role in national 
demonstrations through the twentieth century and still exists today.

Music became an exceptionally prominent social and political tool within 
this context. In 1873 alone, the journal Dalibor reported the existence of over 
250 music clubs, one of the most prominent of which was a 120-member men’s 
chorus called the Hlahol. Additionally, the Old and Young Czechs adopted 
specifi c platforms concerning the portrayal of nationalist sentiment in opera, 
both of which focused specifi cally on Wagnerian procedures. In general, the 
Old Czechs were opposed to the use of Wagner’s compositional methods and 
supported instead the direct quotation of Czech folk song in national opera 
(such productions were called “prostonárodní” or “folk” operas), while the 
Young Czechs preferred the opposite in both instances. Either way, opera’s sta-
tus as an accepted means for nationalist expression made it a powerful politi-
cal tool from the 1860s. Its centrality to burgeoning nationalism resulted in 
the building of the Czech National Th eater (Národní divadlo), one of the most 
tangible manifestations of the Rebirth. Th e theater’s construction was funded 
solely by Czech donations, and the laying of its foundation stones on May 
15–17, 1868, was accompanied by one of the greatest national demonstrations 
that the Rebirth had yet seen. Th e theater was opened with great ceremony in 
1881 then reopened in 1883 aft er a fi re damaged the building. Its prominently-
displayed dedication, “Národ sobě” (Th e nation to itself ), refl ected the the-
ater’s intended audience as well as its cultural program.

As an individual, Smetana epitomized the cultural ambiguities that charac-
terized the Rebirth. His fi rst language was German, as was appropriate for the 
middle-class household in which he was raised, and he only began consistently 
practicing and using Czech in his forties. Smetana acknowledged this circum-
stance, and his struggles with the language, in his diary.

With the newly awakened development of our nationality, it is . . . my endeavor 
to complete my study of our language and to express myself—I who from child-
hood have been used only to German instruction—with equal ease, verbally and 
in writing, both in Czech and German. . . . It is high time for me to keep my 
diary in my mother tongue now. Since, however, I started this book in the old 
manner in German, I would like to also complete it in German. In the meantime, 
I am making a study of my mother tongue, which I have unfortunately greatly 
neglected (mostly through the fault of our government and schools) so as to be 
able to write with ease and accuracy.8
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