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ABSTRACT
This paper presents an examination of the art songs of Czech composer Vítězslava
Kaprálová (January 24, 1915 – June 16, 1940) through detailed analysis of selected
works. Kaprálová created a unique character for each of her art songs, with careful
attention to idiomatic declamation and syllable stress, tone-painting in the
accompaniments, and the use of primarily “post-impressionistic” stylistic techniques.
Most importantly, this study focuses on the fact that her composition was firmly rooted in
the text, and that her choice and adaptation of text convey important autobiographical
motivation as well as insight into her character and personality.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
A. Introduction
Although she is not widely known today, Vítězslava Kaprálová (January 24, 1915
– June 16, 1940) received quite a bit of attention during her lifetime in Czechoslovakia
and abroad. Her musical talent matured very early in her life, and much was expected of
her future career by her peers and the musical community in general. Kaprálová’s output
spans just about every genre, from piano sonatas and concertos to orchestral and chamber
works, as well as a cantata. This study, however, focuses on her art songs. In her short
yet relatively prolific compositional career, Vítězslava Kaprálová completed 30 songs,
and while her songs have not garnered quite as much attention as some of her other
works—her orchestral work, Vojenská Symfonieta (Military Symphonietta), for one—art
song was her self-professed favored genre, and for this reason she seemed to have taken
great care in the composition of her songs. Through sensitive interpretation of the poetry
of her contemporaries, Vítězslava Kaprálová created a unique character for each of her
art songs, with careful attention to idiomatic declamation and syllable stress, tonepainting in the accompaniments, and the use of primarily “post-impressionistic” stylistic
techniques. Her composition was firmly rooted in the text, and her choice of texts, as
well as the manner in which she adapted them, convey important autobiographical
motivation as well as insight into her character and personality.
B. A Brief Biography
Kaprálová’s life story bears a great deal of influence on her musical output. Her
father, Václav Kaprál, was a composer of moderate fame during his lifetime who had
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studied under Leoš Janáček, and her mother, also named Vítězslava, was a classically
trained singer. The younger Vítězslava had already begun composing at the age of nine,
and her parents encouraged her to excel, often pushing her to her limit.1
…she was not from a family where music is an extra-curricular, enjoyable
supplement to education. She was among professionals, impressing upon her
musical training far more uncompromising demands than on learning proper
grammar. 2
This ambitiousness was often a burden on Kaprálová‘s health, particularly after
her bouts with tuberculosis as a child. Kaprálová’s cousin Věra Uhlířová even stated,
“Her parents overworked her…They wanted a genius and did not see how weak she
was.”3 Her cousin also was critical of the apparent parental neglect that Kaprálová
endured as a small child. According to Ulířová, Kaprálová’s mother would at times
forget to feed her, and little Vítězslava was often left home alone, forced to seek help
from neighbors or other family members.4 Additionally, when Kaprálová was away at
school in Brno, she was frequently compelled to write home to beg her parents for more
money, even though the family was relatively well-off and could afford for Kaprálová to
live more comfortably. These hardships, however, seemed to only strengthen her
character. Despite her difficulties, Vítězslava was always smiling and laughing as a
child, a characteristic which she carried into adulthood. Bohuslav Martinů once
remarked: “We called her Vitulka, and she brought spring with her wherever she went.”5

1

Loves.

2

Jiří Mucha, Podivné Lásky (Prague: Eminent, 2004), 63. Podivné lásky translates to Strange

Mucha, 63. Unless otherwise noted, translations are by the author of this study.
Ibid.
4
Ibid.
5
Vitulka is a diminutive form for the name Vítězslava. Bohuslav Martinů, “Bohuslav Martinů,”
in Vítězslava Kaprálová: Studie a vzpomínky, ed. Přemysl Pražák (Praha: HMUB, 1949), 122.
3
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Kaprálová’s talent and ambition served her well throughout her studies. Initially,
her father discouraged her from enrolling into the schools of composition and conducting
at the Brno Conservatory, most likely because at the time, neither were professions into
which women were readily accepted.6 Vítězslava, however, finally prevailed and began
her formal studies at the young age of fifteen, quickly becoming top of her class at the
Conservatory where she later created a stir at the conclusion of her studies with her piano
concerto. This was to be the first time that a woman stood at the conductor’s podium in
Brno. Any critics Kaprálová may have had were silenced by the countless accolades for
both her performance and her music. The newspapers labeled her a “sensation,”7 and she
was awarded the Neumann Prize for highest student achievement. These were to be the
first in a line of many paths that she forged where there had been none before.
It was partially thanks to this performance of her piano concerto that she was
accepted into the schools of composition and conducting at the Prague Conservatory
under the instruction of composer Vítězslav Novák (1870-1949) and maestro Václav
Talich (1883-1961), where she once again excelled. Novák in particular was especially
taken with her and greatly believed in her talent and her potential. By the end of her
studies at the Prague Conservatory, Novák had taken to spending time with the Kapráls at
their summer house in Tři Studně.8
As with her graduation from the Brno Conservatory, Kaprálová concluded her
studies at the Prague Conservatory to great praise as well. As her final project, she
6

At the time, the Czech Philharmonic Orchestra was hesitant to even accept a female violinist, let
alone a female conductor. Mucha, 67.
7
Mucha, 73.
8
Ibid., 77.
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composed her Vojenská Symfonieta, op. 11. This piece, however, meant much more to
her than a simple school assignment. In this time of escalating tensions before World
War II, Kaprálová felt the need of an outlet for her nationalistic sentiments.
She wanted to be the first to express musically the atmosphere of the time, and so
that there would be no mistake about it, she dedicated it to the president of the
Republic in his constitutional function of the commander-in-chief of the armed
forces.9
In her manuscript, Kaprálová further detailed her intention for the Symfonieta: “Its
essence is not a call to battle but a musically psychological portrait of war, coming from
the mentality of our understanding of the defense of what is most sacred to us.”10
It is for her Vojenská Symfonieta that Kaprálová’s name gained even higher regard. It
was for the Symfonieta that she later became the first woman to receive the Smetana
Award,11 a national award granted for the most outstanding composition. She also led the
Czech Philharmonic Orchestra in a performance of the work on November 26, 1937 in a
concert attended by the president of Czechoslovakia, Edvard Beneš (1884-1948).
Vojenská Symfonieta was also later chosen as the featured piece at the sixteenth
International Society for Contemporary Music Festival in London, where Kaprálová
conducted the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) Orchestra in its performance June
17, 1938. Among other composers participating in the festival were Béla Barók,

9

Ibid.
Ibid., 86.
11
Eugene Gates and Karla Hartl, “Vítězslava Kaprálová: A Remarkable voice in 20-th Century
Music,” Tempo 213 (July 2000) 24.
10
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Benjamin Britten, Aaron Copland, Paul Hindemith, Olivier Messiaen, and Anton
Webern; Kaprálová being the youngest of them all.12
An event that had perhaps the most profound impact on Kaprálová’s life occurred
in April 1937 when she met fellow Czech composer Bohuslav Martinů. He was to
become her teacher, mentor, friend, and lover. Originally, Vítězslava had considered
moving to Vienna to further musical studies, but under the influence of Martinů, she
decided to move to Paris instead.13 In October of that year, she moved to Paris to study
conducting with Charles Munch (1891-1968)—with whom she communicated in
German—at École Normale de Musique de Paris. Kaprálová was unable to enroll in
composition classes with Nadia Boulanger (1887-1979) due to her lack of proficiency in
French and instead accepted Bohuslav Martinů’s offer to teach her privately.14
Though Vítězslava learned valuable skills from her studies with Martinů, such as
compositional techniques and increased facility in orchestration, the teacher/student
relationship between them was not to last long.15 While Kaprálová biographer Jiří Macek
suggests that Martinů bore a great influence on his pupil,16 Jiří Mucha insists that Martinů
“could not have pulled her in because, after a short relationship of student to teacher,

12

Karla Hartl, “Vitezslava Kapralova: A Life Chronology (Part III),” The Kapralova Society
Journal vol. 4, no. 1 (Spring 2006) 7.
13
Jan Kux, “Na Dobrý Život Stačí i Krátký Čas,” Opus Musicum 3 (2000) 66.
14
Karla Hartl, “In Search of a Voice: The Story of Vitezslava Kapralova,” The Kapralova Society
Newsletter vol. 1, no.1 (Fall 2003) 2.
15
Gates and Hartl, 24.
16
Ibid.
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[Karpálová] felt herself equal to him, and did things her own way.”17 Martinů even
incorporated some of her suggestions into his own works.18
Though Martinnů had a greater influence on Kaprálová than Mucha would have
us believe, they soon became more colleagues than teacher and pupil, coinciding with the
development of a more intimate relationship between the two. Although loving and
supportive of her husband, Martinů’s wife Charlotte was not a musician and was not able
to fulfill Martinůs need for musical and intellectual stimulation. According to Rudolf
Firkušný, a friend of both composers, Kaprálová filled that need.19 Martinů, who was
twenty-five years her elder, was quite taken with the talented, energetic, and spirited
Vítězslava. He called her Písnička (Little Song), and she called him Špalíček.20 Personal
emotions aside, Martinů also greatly believed in Kaprálová’s talent as a composer and a
conductor, and he promoted her whenever and wherever possible. Not only did he
request that she conduct a performance of his Harpsichord Concerto in June 1938, but he
also recommended her piano work Variations sur le Carillon de l’Eglise St. Étienne-duMont to one of his publishers.21
Paris had other thing to offer Kaprálová as well. She was very active in the
cultural life, attending concerts, visiting galleries, and engaging in intellectual discussions
17

Mucha, 68.
Gates and Hartl, 25.
19
Michael Henderson, “Bohuslav Martinů and Vítězslava Kaprálová,” Czech Music 20 (19971998) 75.
20
Kaprálová enjoyed giving people unusual nicknames, however, it is uncertain what exactly she
meant by this nickname for Martinů. One possible translation for “Špalíček” is “little stump,” and this
could have been Kaprálová’s playful parody on Martinů’s long, lean frame. On the other hand, “Špalíček”
is a diminutive form for the Czech “špalek” which can also be translated as “blockhead,” and could have
been meant as a teasing term of endearment.
21
Henderson, 73.
18
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with other musicians, artists, and writers around her. All this time, however, Vítězslava
still nurtured strong ties to her homeland, and it is possible that it was this homesickness
that drew her in so closely to Martinů. He was only a year younger than her father (also a
composer), and was from the same region in Czechoslovakia where Kaprálová spent her
summers in Tři Studně. In fact, Tři Studně is only a short, twenty-minute bicycle ride
from Martinů’s hometown of Polička.22 For these reasons, Vítězslava may have felt a
little closer to home when she was around Martinů. She also kept her connections to her
homeland open by writing many letters home, and also by writing short editorials for
Českoslovensý boj, a weekly publication for displaced Czechs and Slovaks. After two
semesters in Paris, Kaprálová returned to Czechoslovakia for her summer holidays in
1938. Martinů, who had returned to Prague a short while earlier, joiner her and her
family in Tři Studně.
Although Kaprálová had originally intended to return to Paris that fall to continue
her musical studies, her scholarship application was delayed. While there is no
documentation as to the reasons for the delay, it may have been due in part to
Kaprálová’s health problems, as revealed in a letter written by Martinů to maestro Václav
Talich:
Dear friend,
Please do not be angry with me, but I would like to ask you again
regarding the little Kaprálová…That is, she had some small successes here and
some sort of “black gang” was established here..and they are proclaiming such
news that she may have tuberculosis, which isn’t at all true…23

22
23

Ibid.
Translated and quoted in: Henderson, 79.
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Unfortunately, Martinů was wrong in his belief that Kaprálová did not have
tuberculosis. She had been treated for the illness several times in her youth, and unless a
patient is fully cured, the bacteria can remain dormant for a period of time, resulting in a
relapse months or even years later. Such was the case for Kaprálová. Both Martinů and
Kaprálová wrote letters to friends and influential people to appeal the delay, which was
eventually rewarded, and Kaprálová was able to once again join Martinů in Paris in
January 1939. During their time apart, the relationship between the two composers
seemed to strengthen, fueled by the unsettling events building up to World War II.
Letters from Martinů reveal the passionate anguish he was enduring on account of his
homeland and his beloved Kaprálová, and in an act of desperation, he had even written to
her just a few weeks before her return to Paris:
If you would like to be with me all the time I would like to have a home just for
the two of us but possibl[y] sharing it with a baby. I am sure that you would be
happy with me. I would do everything to make you happy and contented.24
Upon Kaprálová’s return to Paris, the relationship between her and Martinů
intensified even further. She felt as though she were in exile and, according to Jiří
Mucha, she “clung—as did everyone during that time—that much more to home and its
tradition. It was more and more evident in her music.”25 She also seemed to draw upon
Martinů for emotional support, and for a short while they were even planning a future

24
25

Translated and quoted in: Henderson, 79.
Mucha, 68.
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together, despite the fact that Martinů was married. Vítězslava applied to the Juilliard
School while Martinů was considering a post at the Liberated Theatre in New York.26
By the summer of 1939, however, Kaprálová began to consult Martinů less and
less in her musical endeavors, and although she still loved him, she also realized the
reality of the relationship and was considering other options. In a letter to her parents on
14 June, 1939, she wrote,
They are difficult problems and they are causing my head to explode…Perhaps
the holiday would bring a solution if I, completely alone in a completely new
environment, weighed everything. There are only two players Kopec – good
husband – children – kitchen. Martinů – love and a deep understanding.27
A few weeks later, she left Martinů in Paris to spend the summer alone in
Augerville la Rivière to consider her possibilities. Martinů came to visit her there, but it
seems that by this time her passion towards him was waning, because she wrote in her
diary: “In the morning a visit with Špalíček and a bland farewell. I am not even sad.”28
The decision that Kaprálová hoped to make during her holiday in Augerville
never bore fruit. She could not count on a life with Martinů, but she did not continue her
relationship with Kopec, either. At this time, however, she was growing closer to Jiří
Mucha, author and son of famed Czech Art Nouveau artist Alfons Mucha (1860-1939).
Jiří also visited Kaprálová in Augerville, and the two enjoyed an idyllic, happy time
together in the beautiful surroundings of the small village in which they stayed. A short

26

Hartl, “In Search of a Voice: The Story of Vitezslava Kapralova,” 3.
Mucha, 233.
28
Ibid.
27
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time before their planned departure, Kaprálová wrote: “Augerville has certainly been the
most wonderful epoch of my stay in France.”29
Kaprálová left Martinů little doubt as to the nature of her relationship with
Mucha. In September, after a brief return to Paris, the two visited the Martinůs at their
small villa in Vieux Moulins. At the time, Martinů was composing his České madrigály
(Czech Madrigals), pieces that were so intimate a statement of his passion for Kaprálová
that this was likely the reason he did not want them to be published.30 Despite her
growing closeness to Mucha, Vítězslava was unable to free the hold Martinů had on her.
The confused nature of her emotions was revealed in her diary, but she eventually
decided to end the sexual side of the affair. This led to a number of “rebound”
relationships that included Mucha, among a number of others. Mucha characterized this
aspect of her personality very eloquently: “She was able to be faithful to several men at
once, and always quite sincerely at that.”31
Upon her return to Paris, Kaprálová enjoyed further success, and began to receive
increasingly more offers for commissions. In February 1940 she also began studying
composition with Nadia Boulanger,32 and on April 23, 1940, despite the on and off nature
of their relationship, she and Mucha were married. Many years later, however, Mucha
discovered that she had spent the morning before their wedding with Martinů.

29

Mucha, 244.
Gates and Hartl, 25.
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Karla Hartl, “Vitezslava Kapralova: A Life Chronology (Part IV),” The Kapralova Society
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Soon after the wedding, Kaprálová began to show signs of a debilitating illness.
She was hospitalized due to acute stomach pain, and even exploratory surgery could not
determine the exact nature of the illness. Although she was hopeful until the very end
that she would survive the mysterious and painful ailment, her doctors knew there was
nothing they could do to help her. Mucha was able to evacuate Vítězslava from Paris at
the end of May to the St. Eloi hospital in Montpellier in the south of France, where she
underwent further surgery with her husband by her side. This surgery was also
unsuccessful, though doctors suspected a diagnosis of tuberculosis miliaris, for which
there was no cure.
Shortly after her last surgery Mucha sat with Vítězslava as she lay dying in the
night in her tiny hospital room. In her delirium, Kaprálová became restless, “I want to go
home,” she pleaded, “Let me go home. I am so far away. Why are you all holding me
back?”33 Vítězslava Kaprálová died June 16,1940 at the young age of 25. Due to the
turmoil of the ongoing war, she was buried not far from the hospital in a pauper’s grave
marked with a cross found by Jiří Mucha in a nearby rubbish heap. In 1949 her remains
were brought back to Czechoslovakia, and she was given a proper burial in Brno.
C. The Art Songs of Vítězslava Kaprálová
The art songs of Vítězslava Kaprálová—thirty in total—show an amazing
maturity and imagination in both the vocal and piano parts. It is interesting that
Vítězslava gravitated to art song, since Czech art song was not a genre that was as well
developed as in other national schools of composition, and to understand the significance

33

Mucha, 356.
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of this statement, it is important to understand the history of art song in Czechia34 (see
Appendix A).
During her school years, Kaprálová was dissuaded from writing songs, primarily
due to the fact that she would not be taken seriously as a composer. According to
Timothy Cheek, “[a]lmost all her songs are of very high quality, with a subtle, intricate
marriage of words and music…[h]er songs are also arguably her best works.”35 This
could be a result of the fact that song was her favorite genre, as she expressed to her
friend, Jarmilla Vavrdova: “I would like to write just songs—they are my greatest
love.”36
As well as showing great talent as a musician, Kaprálová was also quite talented
as an artist and writer, and this no doubt influenced her literary choices as a composer:
she chose high-quality texts, and set them very well.37 Cheek even likens her to Robert
Schumann, and remarks that one of the defining characteristics of her style is the
“idiomatic, colorful piano writing that is descriptive of the text and well crafted in its
interplay with the voice.”38 Her “mature”39 style relies heavily on post-impressionistic
tendencies, though there are numerous other influences as well.

34

For the purposes of this study, the terms “Czech music” and “Czech art song” describe music
and art songs that are composed by composers of Czech nationality and origin, which includes the
geographic regions of the present day Czech Republic: Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia. The term Czechia
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35
Timothy Cheek, “Navzdy (Forever) Kapralova: Reevaluating Czech Composer Vitezslava
Kapralova through her thirty songs,” The Kapralova Society Journal 3, no. 2 (Fall 2005): 1.
36
Translated and quoted in: Cheek, “Navzdy (Forever) Kapralova ,” 2.
37
Cheek, “Navzdy (Forever) Kapralova ,” 2.
38
Ibid.
39
Although she died at a tragically young age, in my opinion, her writing reflected a mastery for
which other composers work decades.
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The fact that art song was Kaprálová’s favorite genre is evident in the multilayered nature of her songs. It is also clear that the text was of utmost importance, and it
is from the text that the music seems to blossom. The importance of the text in her
compositional process may have due to the fact that she also seemed to choose texts that
had autobiographic implications. They not only reflect the nature of her personality and
the things she held dear to her heart, but some even suggest relevance to specific events
in her life, and once the texts were chosen, Kapráalová was extremely careful with their
setting.
Many sources note that Kaprálová’s intelligence and social awareness were
accompanied by an infectious optimism and a spark that would light a room when she
entered. These are characteristics that show most vividly in her work, and are
represented in her art song output as well. Not only did she represent moods, emotions,
and imagery through harmonic and melodic means, but through rhythmic manipulation
and utilizing the strong and weak beats of the measure, Kaprálová was able to set the text
in such a manner that its proportions in sung verse reflect almost exactly the proportions
of expert recitation, and one would be hard pressed to find any examples of awkward text
setting in her songs. It is also interesting that Vítězslava was able to achieve this with
such ease and without compromising the quality of the music. She was able to weave
melodies that effortlessly supported the text in a very natural way.
By using the text as a starting point for composition, Kaprálová was able to create
a unique character for each song that was inextricably related to the content and mood of
the text. While each song stands apart from the others in one way or another, there are
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also many unifying factors that can be attributed to Vítězslava’s compositional language.
In all but one of her songs (which shall be discussed later), she held to a mostly postimpressionistic melodic and harmonic language. This included the use of bitonality, open
fifths, recurring motives/harmonies(that signify specific ideas or connections), word
painting, chordal planing, and the use of non-traditional harmonies and scales such as
extended chords and whole-tone and octatonic scales. This is not to say that she relied on
these devices as the sole vocabulary of her compositional style, but rather used them as a
way to enhance and interpret the text.
Kapráová’s art son output displays a diversity in compositional language, which
shows that she not only understood the tendencies of musical composition of her time,
but was skilled in these techniques herself. In some ways, the songs that make up her
cycle Jablko s klína (An Apple from the Lap), one of her earliest “mature” works, were
more experimental and include the uses of atonality, polychords, and more dissonant
harmonies. Vítězslava later settled into a more mainstream post-impressionistic style, but
did so by adhering closely to the text.
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CHAPTER 2: THE SONG CYCLE JABLKO S KLÍNA, OP. 10
A. Background and Poetic Source
Vítězslava Kaprálová’s cycle of four songs, Jablko s klína (An Apple from the
Lap), was written between 1934 and 1936, and came at an important point in Kaprálová’s
life. She had begun composing the cycle at the age of 19, after her graduation from the
Brno Conservatory, completing it during her studies at the Prague Conservatory. It is
critical to examine this cycle in order to fully understand the development of Kaprálová’s
art song composition, since it comes at a point when she was beginning to find her own,
mature voice as a composer.
For Jablko s klína Kaprálová chose the poetry of prominent twentieth-century
Czech poet and 1984 recipient of the Nobel Prize for Literature Jaroslav Seifert (19011986). Seifert himself was also quite young when he wrote these poems, but had already
earned himself a reputation for high quality poetry. Written in 1933, Seifert’s Jablko
s klína is the first among a string of collections that is considered a part of his mature
output. The collection marked a change in his literary style in which Seifert “exploits
nature, popular and national tradition, art, personal reminiscences, patriotic themes and,
last but not least, the beauty of Prague—the capital of the country.”40 As William E.
Harkins states, this time period in his career was “the first period of his greatness.”41

40

Edward Mozejko, “Between Dreams and Realisty: the Poetry of Jaroslav Seifert,” ScandoSlavica 33 (1987), 63-79.
41
William E. Harkins, “The Czech Nobel Laureate Jaroslav Seifert,” World Literature Today 59,
no. 2 (Spring 1985), 173.

22
In the context of a brewing second world war, some of the poems of Jablko
s klína may seem simplistic at first glance, but they deliver complex themes with a
delightful economy of text. Three of the poems chosen by Kaprálová for her song cycle
Jablko s klína, “Píseň na vrbovou píšťalku” (“Song on a Willow Pipe”), “Matka a Dítě”
(“Mother and Child,”) and “Jarní pouť (“Spring Fair”), follow this pattern; they are
simple, and seem relatively straightforward, but each of these poems offers a subtle twist.
While there were probably many reasons Kaprálová chose Seifert’s poetry, it
would not stretch the imagination to recognize why she would gravitate towards these
poems, since the mood of this collection also mirrors her personal character. The poems
reflect Vítězslava’s energetic and charismatic nature, while demonstrating a measure of
depth, hidden meaning and communicative ability, something that Kaprálová valued
highly in literature and music alike. Even more importantly, her attraction to this
particular set of poems may lie deeper than simple aesthetic appeal. The poem “Matka a
dítě,” which Kaprálová renamed “Ukolébavka” (“Lullaby”), demonstrates a personal
connection to her own life. It is not a typical lullaby, but explores the bitterness of a
mother neglected by her husband, something which she may have experienced firsthand
since her parents separated when she was eight years old so that her father could live with
his mistress. “Píseň na Vrbovou Píšťalku” and “Jarní Pouť,” on the other hand, both
include imagery that she no doubt experienced in her beloved Tři Studně.
Perhaps another reason for Kaprálová’s sympathies to Jaroslav Seifert can be
found in the undertones of patriotism that may seem imperceptible to foreign readers.
[Seifert was] a thoroughly Czech national writer, not so much of landscape or
history (though his Prague poems do fall into this category) as of mood and
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attitude toward life. His cult of optimism and love is doubtless closer to the mood
of his countrymen than was his fellow poet Halas's cult of gloom and death.42
The description of Seifert’s views and artistic style is very close to Kaprálová’s
own. “It is well known that Kaprálová had a great respect for the tradition and history of
the Czech nation; national independence, and national sovereignty were, for her,
untouchable.”43 This is evident in her own writings as well. In her article for
Českoslovenký boj, “Propaganda hudbou,” Kaprálová states,
You know that most people in the west looked on Czechia as a nation with a trace
of barbarism, and only a small circle of people knew of the lively, supple strength
of our culture, and that…our intelligence begins from the proletarian up. The
world’s eyes are just now opening, and we must make an effort that it sees us too
in our true form. Music gives us many opportunities. We can demonstrate the
tradition that bore the Czech Mozarts…44
Many sources also note that Kaprálová’s keen intelligence and social awareness were
accompanied by an infectious optimism and a spark that would light a room when she
entered. And these are the characteristics that show most vividly in her work, including
Jablko s klína, especially in the last song, “Jarní pouť.”
B. “Píseň na vrbovou píšťalku”
One of the most notable characteristics of Jablko s klína is the variety Kaprálová
has achieved. This is illustrated in the very opening of the first song, “Píseň na vrbovou
píšťalku.” Kaprálová chose to set this poem in a through-composed manner, which suits
the text well, since it also flows forward and does not repeat any sentiments.
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Píseň na vrbovou píšťalku

Song on a Willow Pipe

Už na nás prší z jehněd pel
a na kře letí jaro horempadem,
zpod křídel kvočny
vyletěl houf kuřat, pípající hladem.

Already the pollen from the catkins rains upon us
and spring flies headfirst on the floe,
from beneath the wings of the brood hen
A flock of chicks fly, chirping with hunger.

Bože, ať i to nejmenší z nich
zrníčko najde na tvé jarní zemi,
to jenom člověk v dobách zlých
může se živit sny a nadějemi.

Lord, let even the smallest of them
find a single grain upon Your spring earth,
for only man, in times of strife,
can survive on hopes and dreams

Additionally, Kaprálová preserves the organization of the poem by mirroring the
basic form of the structure. Like the poem, her setting also begins optimistically with the
coming of spring and the anticipation it entails, transitioning into a passionate plea for
even the weak to survive, and ending with a sobering statement about the human spirit.
This mirroring of the text is evident in the accompaniment. The imagery of the
accompaniment comes from the very first line of the poem. One can hear the swirling of
the spring breeze in the left hand of the piano with its eighth-note whole-step ostinato,
while the right hand pattern suggests the “raining down” of pollen from the catkins
(Figure 2.1). Each hand of the piano is in a different key, the F-natural and G-natural of
the right hand contrasting with the F# and G# of the left. The sequence of chords in the
right hand is expressed in a stepwise motion down a C major scale with the chords am,
FM, and dm against the F#/G# ostinato of the left hand. Kaprálová’s use of bitonality
here is interesting, since there is a definite sense of a DMmM9 chord, where the F#
against the F-naturals work as a sort of cross-relation. This cross relation may be a
depiction of the life struggle in spring, and the desperation of survival that is present in
the second half of the poem. These patterns are prevalent throughout the introduction
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and first verse, with transpositions of both motives reminiscent of the changing of the
wind.

Figure 2.1: “Píseň na vrbovou píšťalku,” measures 1-545

It is measure 6 (Figure 2.2) that finally grounds the airiness of the first five
measures. The bass is brought in for the first time in the left hand, with an open fifth on a
low D, which introduces the root of the chord. This is significant since the open fifth, in
various transpositions, appears throughout the song, distinct because it is the only use of
the lowest register of the piano, and firmly grounds the sonorities above them.
Additionally, the transpositions of this open-fifth root cycle through the entire chromatic
scale throughout the song, perhaps depicting the changing nature of spring or the
uncertainty of survival of the weak and small that is implied in the plea, “Lord, let even
the smallest of them find a single grain upon Your spring earth.” Kaprálová’s use of the
open fifth is a common device throughout this cycle, and was indeed a common practice
45
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at the time among impressionistic and post-impressionistic composers. Here, the
nakedness of the open fifth sonority in the bass seems to fulfill the function of aiding to
depict the barrenness of the early spring earth that is mentioned in the poem. Moreover,
the uncertainty of the sonority—since it is neither major nor minor—shows Kaprálová’s
allegiance to post-impressionistic compositional techniques.

Figure 2.2: “Píseň na vrbobou píšťalku,” measure 6

The raining of the pollen in the introduction is briefly interrupted by another
important descending motive in mm. 8-9 (Figure 2.3) with an EbM64 suspension chord in
the right hand that works as an appoggiatura figure to the bbmm7 chord in the left hand
on the downbeat of each measure.
Figure 2.3: “Píseň na vrbovou píšťalku,” measures 8-9
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The appoggiatura figure is introduced here as a foreshadowing of the plea and
statement of the human spirit, since the only time this figure is used with the voice is with
the text “Lord, let even the smallest of them find a single grain upon Your spring earth”
(it returns in the piano accompaniment just before “[only man can], at times of strife,
survive on dreams and hopes”). The figure is used very skillfully throughout the song as
it builds the urgency of the climax and provides the song with direction from the very
onset.
The climax comes shortly after its halfway point, in measure 30 (Figure 2.4), with
the passionate plea “Bože, ať i to nejmenší z nich zrníčko najde...” (“Lord, let even the
smallest of them find a single grain…”).

Figure 2.4: “Píseň na vrbovou píšťalku,” measures 30-33

Here, the marking in the piano and voice is forte, and for the first time, the voice and the
piano join together with the appoggiatura figure to help highlight the text. From this
point on the bass open fifths are prominent in every measure through the remainder of the
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song. The first few measures of this section also feature a progression
n that centers around
the sonority am.. This begins in one-measure phrases, followed by a two--measure phrase
that also use a version of the appoggiatura figure. The difference of treatment of the
appoggiatura figure this time is the inclusion of the voice. Kaprálová
álová brings attention to
this climax by using harmonies and harmonic progressions that are more conventional, as
is illustrated in measures 30-32,
32, where the right hand and left hand of the piano combine
for am and bmm7 chords that follow the movemen
movement of the voice.
Harmonic devices are not the only way in which Kap
Kaprálová chose to illustrate the
text. Thematic transformation also works well to illustrate the last two lines of the poem
(Figure 2.5). The text “to jenom člověk v dobách zlých může
že se živit sny a nadějemi”
nad
(“for only man, in times of strife, can survive on dreams and hopes”) returns to the
downward motive from the first few measures of the song in the right hand, but this time
going up a half-step
step before go
going
ing down to the next note, resulting in a stagger that depicts
the “times of strife,” heightened by the menacing bass open fifth that, for the first time,
sounds for the entire measure and acts as a strong grounding element.

Figure 2.5: “Píseň na vrbovou píšťalku,” measures 41-42
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This sense of uncertainty remains until the final measures, where, in m. 48,
(Figure 2.6) there is a sense of resolution on the word “nadějemi” (“hopes”), with a solidsounding DbMmM9 chord that is then transformed into an eerie DbMm++M13, with the
solitary and dissonant-sounding Bb octave (the thirteenth of the chord) in the treble that
creates a sort of ellipsis leaving the listener in suspense.

Figure 2.6: “Píseň na vrbovu píšťalku.” measures 48-50

The care that Kaprálová put into the form and harmonic construction of the song
is also evident in the vocal line. There are many examples of word-painting, such as in
measures 26-27 (Figure 2.7), where the chirping of the chicks is depicted in the leap of
the vocal line up to a high F#.
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Figure 2.7: “Píseň na vrbovu píšťalku.” measures 26-27

More important, however, is that Kaprálová adhered very closely to the scansion
of the text and the placement and treatment of stressed/unstressed syllables. As in all the
songs of this cycle, her setting of Seifert’s poem is so careful that the words fall in the
exact manner they would in artistic recitation. Kaprálová captures the subtle nuances of
the scansion of the Czech language with great artistry. Non-Czech speakers may not
realize the significance of this statement. In the Czech language, the stressed syllable of
every word always falls on the first syllable, with almost no exceptions (except for
certain regional dialects). One can immediately see how this would present a challenge
to a composer. To fit the language into a musical meter, and at the same time give it
artistic nuance and shape is not something that is easily achieved in any language, for that
matter. Since it would be difficult to place every stressed syllable on a strong beat in an
artistic manner, Kaprálová devised other ways of highlighting stressed syllables, such as
giving them longer note values.
Perhaps more noteworthy is how she translated the flow of the spoken text into
musical notation. Kaprálová structured the phrasing so that it followed the flow of the
spoken text, at the same time maintaining the flow of the music. If the text of the poem is
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recited in the approximate note values Kaprálová wrote, the reader suddenly becomes an
expert reciter.
C. “Ukolébavka”
The second song of the cycle, “Ukolébavka,” is a simple, two-page song that
emulates the peaceful, serene nature of a lullaby, but, as in the poem, the music hints that
there is something amiss.
Ukolébavka

Lullaby

Tatínek přijde snad již za chvilku
Kde ho zas čerti berou!
Pročpak mi musí každou vzpomínku
Ztrpčiti nedůvěrou?

Daddy will perhaps come soon,
where has the devil taken him!
Must he embitter my every memory
with suspicion?

Spi v krajkách tiše jak brouček v
kapradí
Tma oči uzamyká.

Sleep in lace quietly like a little bug in a
fern,
darkness locks your eyes.

Tatínka nechme, ať si vyvádí
Svět jeho je již jiný.
Člověk i na pláč zvyká.

Let’s leave daddy to caper,
his world is already different.
One can also accustom oneself to tears.

Kaprálová chose to set the text as a simple ABA’B’ form, which works well to
highlight the spirit of the poem. In the A section, Kaprálová set the text that deals with
the narrator’s disappointment at her marital situation. The music here shows the
narrator’s struggle between lovingly soothing her child with a lullaby and her attempts to
quell her resentment toward her husband.
The short B section, beginning with the text “Sleep peacefully in your lace…,” is
the culmination of this struggle, where the text deals with the soothing of the child, but
the music portrays a greater distress. The text “Let’s leave daddy to caper” signals a
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return to the A music, with an A’ section that is much shorter than the original A section.
The B’ section brings back the more pained, distressed music on the word “zvyká”
(“accustom to”), and leaves no doubt as to the narrator’s true emotions.
It is highly probable that Kaprálová was drawn to this poem not only because of
its high literary merit, but because it describes Kaprálová’s family life as well. It is
almost as if her father, Václav Kaprál, is the capering father and her mother the
despairing and resigned woman in the poem. Greater evidence of Kapálová’s personal
connection to this poem is the fact that it is the only poem in the song cycle that she
adapted. The remaining three poems she chose were set verbatim, but this poem “Matka
a dítě” (“Mother and Child”), which Kaprálová renamed “Ukolébavka” (“Lullaby”),
underwent some changes, shown here (changes are highlighted in italics):
Original version, Jaroslav Seifert, 1933:

Kaprálová’s adapted version:

Mother and child

Lullaby

Daddy will perhaps come soon,
where has the devil taken him!
Must he embitter my every memory
with suspicion?

Daddy will perhaps come soon,
where has the devil taken him!
Must he embitter my every memory
with suspicion?

Sleep in lace like a little bug in a fern,

Sleep in lace peacefully like a little bug in a
fern,
darkness locks your eyes
Let’s leave daddy to caper,
his world is already different.
One can also accustom oneself to tears.

darkness locks your eyes
Let’s leave daddy to caper,
One can also accustom oneself to tears.
Let’s leave daddy, he will hopefully not
get lost,
his world is already different,
it is haunted by evil and horned devils,
the wind wails there.
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Apart from one minor word addition (in the first line of the second stanza),
Kaprálová chose to shorten the poem into two verses by omitting several lines and
combining the last two stanzas of text. It is interesting to see that the lines she omitted
are the ones that most vilify the father in the poem. It is possible that she chose to
exclude those sections because of the poem’s reflection of her own life, and she perhaps
did not want to portray her father as someone who cavorts with the devil.
The opening measures of the song already set up the true nature of the lullaby
(Figure 2.8). Each measure begins on a solitary note, from which the bass and the treble
voices expand in opposite directions of each other. Perhaps in this way, Kaprálová is
demonstrating the different lives of the mother and her spouse.

Figure 2.8: “Ukolébavka,” measures 1-5

Further use of post-impressionistic devices to illustrate the nature of the text
occurs in the B section of the piece. The mother’s distress is signified by an abrupt
change from the serene, flat-side of the circle of fifths to a dramatic shift to the use of
sharps. It is here that a new motive is introduced in the treble of the piano: eighth-note
broken octaves that seem to fall like tears throughout this B section (Figure 2.9).

34
Measure 23 begins an alternation between sharps and flats in two or three measure
phrases, and these changes in color perhaps reveal the true sta
state
te of uncertainty of the
mother in the poem.

Figure 2.9: “Ukolébavka,
Ukolébavka,” measures 23-28

In the piano interlude following the B section, the “different lives” of the spouses
that the narrator mentions later (m
(measures 36-37)
37) are reflected in measure 30 (Figure
2.10),, where the treble of the piano (the voice of the mother) plays a G
GbM
M chord, while
the bass of the piano (the voice of the father) plays a CM chord
chord—two
two chords that are very
remote indeed.
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Figure 2.10: “Ukolébavka,” measure 30

All this time the treble is highlighting the falling tears, which slowly fade as the mother
calms herself to return to the A’.
The A’ section returns to the mood of the beginning of the piece, almost
identically, until it reaches the word “zvyká” (“accustom to”) where the harmonies of the
B section return with a resurgence of the tears in the treble of the piano in a truncated B’
section (Figure 2.11). The first four measures of the piano part of the original B section
are used here to bring us into a gloomy postlude that uses diminished seventh chords.

Figure 2.11: “Ukolébavka,” measures 45-49

The mood of the narrator is brought to a close that leaves little hope for the
despairing mother with a ppp fm chord with an added sixth, that incorporates the tears,
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the D added sixth sounding dissonant as it hangs over the low F – C open fifth in the
bass.
Kaprálová’s use of color (shifts between flats and sharps, colorful chord
structures, etc.) is indispensable in this song in reflecting the moods of the text in this
song, with sudden shifts as well as gentle transitions that echo the unstable emotions of a
woman betrayed by her spouse. These shifts are even more important when viewed in
the context of the position in which we find the narrator: she has a child, and is perhaps at
the most vulnerable state that a woman can imagine, in utmost dependence on her spouse,
physically, financially, and emotionally. The manner in which Vítězslava flows from
color to color and chord to chord in “Ukolébavka” reflects this uncertainty and
vulnerability of the mother in the poem.
In a short 49 measures, Kaprálová was able to quietly portray an entire family
dynamic, and depict the full spectrum of emotion of a wife who hopes against all hope
that her husband may one day again return her affection.
C. “Bezvětří”
The text of Seifert’s poem “Bezvětří” (“Windlessness”) comes as a bit of a
surprise in the context of the rest of the set. Although the other three poems that
Kaprálová chose for Jablko s klína also involve symbolism and hidden meaning, they
involve humor and irony as well, and can be understood readily at face value.
“Bezvětří,” however, is much more abstract, and requires a greater level of interpretation.
The imagery in the poem is more vague and can be open to any number of
interpretations.
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Bezvětří

Windlessness

V bezvětří starých ran,
v krajkoví cnostné špíny,
pod křídlem liných vran
jež slétly do roviny,

In the calm of old wounds,
in the lace of virtuous squalor,
under the wing of lazy crows
that dove to the lowland,

žiji sny tesklivé:
mrtvý se dívá z hlíny
do světa na živé
a na tančíci stíny

live sorrowful dreams:
the dead looks from the soil
into the world at the living
and at the dancing shadows

v ulicích Nineve.

in the streets of Nineveh.

This poem uses the nostalgic theme of Seifert’s output in the 1930’s in a more
ominous way. “Bezvětří,” discusses the inescapable fate that life has in store for each of
us. The sorrowful dreams that exist in the “calm of old wounds” describes wounds that,
whether physical or psychological, never truly heal and lay in wait. The “laciness of
virtuous squalor” reveals the skeleton in the closet that each of us owns, no matter how
virtuous. The lazy crows depict the idleness of expectation. This poem demonstrates the
fact that life harbors sorrow, disappointment, and that the true glory of life is tragically
short, as one proceeds to one’s own demise, as it was with the ancient city of Nineveh,
the capital of ancient Assyria, often referenced in the bible. Nineveh enjoyed a shortlived period of great prosperity before it was catastrophically destroyed, along with its
citizens, in a battle that was the end of the Assyrian Empire.
Similar to the poem, the song “Bezvětří” is very different in construction and
aesthetic from the rest of the cycle. As with the other three poems, Kaprálová’s setting of
this poem captures the essence of the text in great detail. The form is a simple AB with a
transition between the two sections, which comes between the two main stanzas of the
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poem. Perhaps most significant is the fact that this song is also by far the most atonal of
the cycle—and indeed of her entire song output. This is also the most abstract text
Vítězslava has ever—or would ever—set, and she reflects this aspect of the text by
setting the A section atonally.
In the A section, any feeling of tonality or tonal center is avoided with great care.
However, although atonality of the song is reinforced by the fact that by the seventh
measure, all twelve pitches of the chromatic scale have been used, it is clearly not an
example of serialism, set theory, or dissonant counterpoint,46 thus the organization of the
music must be sought elsewhere.
The structure of the song reflects the structure of the poem in that it also does not
use conventional elements. Rather than being based on harmony or melody, the first
section of “Bezvětří” is based on two primary gestures that come from the first two
measures of the voice part. The first, in measure 2 is a gesture involving a step and a leap
(Figure 2.12). The step can be either a whole- or half-step, and the leap also varies in
interval. The second basic gesture appears in measure 3 of the voice part and is a basic
neighbor-tone movement. These two gestures occur throughout the piece in different
transpositions, intervals, and inversions, even throughout the B section that is organized
in a more harmonic fashion.
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Figure 2.12: “Bezvětří,” measures 1-3

The song begins with a solitary E in the piano, out of which grow the voice part
and the right hand of the piano in contrary motion in the step/leap gesture. The first
instance of greater harmonic sonority occurs in measures 9-10 (Figure 2.13), which also
breaks the gesture pattern of the preceding measures. Here the voice sings a very
recognizable whole-tone scale that reflects the diving of the lazy crows, while in m. 10
the piano plays a Gmaj7/B chord. The tonality of this chord is negated by the whole-tone
scale in the voice and its contrasting key.
Figure 2.13: “Bezvětří,” measures 9-10
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Although the A section contains almost no harmonic structure, this aspect is
abandoned in the B section. Perhaps Kaprálová chose to set the second stanza of text
more harmonically and with a more structured rhythm, as a contrast to the more atonal A
section, because the imagery of this part of the poem is also slightly less abstract. It is
still, however, built upon the two basic gesture patterns of the A section, but these are
expanded and modified.
The song ends with a return to sentiments of the A section with the step/leap
gestural motive and an ominous-sounding A, the lowest note on the keyboard, in the bass
of the last measure, which perhaps is the signal of the demise of the city of Nineveh.
Figure 2.14: “Bezvětří,” measures 32-34

As with the other songs of this cycle, the voice and its accompaniment are
relatively independent of each other, which is emphasized by the fact that the voice part
is written in flats, while the piano accompaniment is written in sharps. The melodic lines
of the voice and the piano are closely interwoven, and seem to grow out of each other,
picking up where the other left off. However, among the atonality of the A section,
Kaprálová inserts a few fleeting moments of consonance where, at certain points, the
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voice and piano meet at the same pitch on either the first or last beat of the measure, only
to be plunged once again into the elusiveness of atonality.
It is the interplay between the voice and piano, as well as the austere, harsh
sounds of the melody and harmonies that create a mood very suitable to the text. The text
deals with death, disappointment, and demise, a theme that Kaprálová was able to bring
out by stressing the dark qualities that mirror the uncertain feeling that the text exudes.
E. “Jarní pouť”
In the final song of Jablko s klína, “Jarní pouť” (“Spring Fair”), Kaprálová
depicts the nature of fairs in small towns in Czechia. Even today in the Czech Republic,
town fairs are considered one of the main events of the year and are awaited with great
anticipation. This is doubly so for spring fairs that announce the end of a long and dreary
winter and celebrate the explosion of spring color that replaces the monochromatic
winter.
Jarní pouť

Spring Fair

Střelnice, houpačky a kolotoče
probudily časně z jara spáče,
kde je má dýmka a mé zápalky,
půjdu si koupit fialky.

Shooting ranges, swings and merry-go-rounds
woke the sleepers in early spring.
Where is my pipe and matches,
I will go buy some violets

Na střelnici je lev a šňůra
dýmek,
za pět minut je hotov můj snímek
od polibků opuchlý mám ret
co vám budu o tom vyprávět?

At the shooting range is a lion and a string of
pipes,
In five minutes my picture is ready,
my lips are swollen from kisses,
what more should I say?

Loďky na houpačách mají jména:
Marta, Marie, Helena, Zdena,
miloval jsem v jiném pořadí,
na posteli, v mechu, v kapradí.

Boats on swings bear the names
Marta, Marie, Helena Zdena;
I loved in a different order,
on the bed, on the moss, in the ferns.
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Osud jinak rozhodil mě kartu
Zdenu, Helenu, Marii, Martu.
Jméno páté nevíme,
plači ji právě na klíně

Fate dealt my card differently
Zdena, Helena, Marie, Marta;
we do not know the name of the fifth;
I am crying on her lap now.

Každá přichází, koneckonců,
zmuchlaná trochu od milenců,
od milenců opuchlý má ret
co vám bude o tom vyprávět?

Each comes, after all,
a bit wrinkled from her lovers
her lips are swollen from kisses,
what more should she say?

The form of this song also stems from the form of the poem. It is a simple
ABCB’C’A’ form with a short codetta to end the song with great flair. The A sections
are expanded piano solo sections to highlight the mood of the song, the B sections deal
with the more descriptive stanzas of the text (stanzas 1-3), while the C sections highlight
the romantic aspects (the lips “swollen from kisses”) of the second and fifth stanzas.
The festive mood of the song begins in the very first measure with a fanfare that
announces the arrival of the spring fair that ends in an excited trill on a B in the treble of
the piano (Figure 2.15). The note B then becomes a pedal point that accompanies the
treble melody, while the left hand plays a Db open fifth ostinato in the bass in a different
key than the right hand (the trill/pedal point becomes an important element throughout
the song in that each time it is used it signifies the beginning of a new section).
The dissonance of the bitonality between the right hand melody and left hand
ostinato in the opening measures is reminiscent of the sounds of a far-off fair, where all
the various sounds intermingle and create the cacophony of the fair.
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Figure 2.15: “Jarní pouť,” measures 1-4

One can hear in the bass ostinato the sound of a far-off band, while the melody in
the right hand is also reminiscent of the sounds of the fair—perhaps the music of a
carousel. Similar to “Bezvětří” and “Píseň na vrbovou píšťalku,” Kaprálová has
introduced one of the main devices of the song—the open fifth ostinato, in this case—in
the first few measures of this song. The harmonic patterns and melodies are based
mainly on open-fifth sonorities, which works well for this poem, as it adds to the open,
anticipatory mood of the text.
The C section, which was announced by yet another trill, begins in measure 23.
In this section, however, the feeling of tonality is neutralized by the staccato chromatic
passage in the left hand that depicts the shooting range and its string of pipes (Figure
2.16). The string of pipes is then also depicted in the voice part in measures 24-25,
accompanied by the same bass passage, but this time with an added melody that is picked
up by the voice.

44

Figure 2.16: “Jarní pouť,” measures 23-25

Here, Kaprálová makes use of an interesting scale, a series of alternating pairs of
whole- and half-steps. In conjunction, the left hand utilizes an unusual progression of
harmonies, including a B open fifth, three tri-tones, DM, am, b⁰64, while the chord on the
last eighth-note is a c#(m)m7, but interestingly, it is also made up of the pitch-class set of
the preceding three eighth-notes [1, 4, 6], a device that is repeated later in measure 24.
This unusual scale, simply a re-ordered chromatic scale spanning the fourth from C to F,
brings the ear farther away from the use of tonality or tonal harmonies of the previous
section.
The most notable event of the C section comes in the second half of m. 27 with
the arrival of the DbMM7 (Figure 2.17).
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Figure 2.17: “Jarní pouť,” measures 27-29

This is only the third time a chord is featured prominently and clearly as a block
chord. The DbMM7 signals the romantic theme of the lips swollen from kisses, which
returns in the phrase “od polibků” (“from kisses”). The next full chord comes in measure
29, with another DbMM7 on beat three on the word “ret” (“lips”), and this chord, the
“romance chord,” returns later in measures 55-56 in the return of the C section to
describe the maidens’ lips swollen from kisses. This use of the “romance chord” later
perhaps implies that the maidens’ lips are swollen from the narrator’s kisses. The returns
of the B and C sections are almost identical to the first, except for some alterations to
accommodate the text.
In addition to using recurring harmonic elements to signify ideas, the use of word
painting in this song is more pronounced, and adds to the humorous nature of the text.
For instance, the motive in measures 24-25 (see Figure 2.16) is used in the first B section
to depict the string of pipes at the shooting range, but upon its return in the second B
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section, this same motive is used even more amusingly as the tiptoeing of the maidens
that return “a bit wrinkled from their lovers” (Figure 2.18)
Figure 2.18: “Jarní pouť,” measures 51-52

As with “Píseň na vrbovou píšťalku” and “Ukolébavka,” “Jarní pouť” also shows
post-impressionist tendencies. The use of short melodic motives, perfect fifth, perfect
fourth, and tritone intervals, as well as the addition of a fourth or fifth to a melodic line
(see example below) all correspond to the post-impressionist movement. However,
perhaps unlike the post-impressionist style, the music in this song is directly linked to
certain ideas. The music depicts the storyline and, in certain places—such as the “kisses”
motives—reveals ideas that cannot be found in the text alone.
The overall mood of “Jarní pouť” is one of joyful anticipation, something that is
depicted clearly in the setting of the text. The voice part is punctuated by lively rhythms
and active melodic lines. In both the piano accompaniment and the vocal line, one
motive jumps to another, as the mind of the narrator wanders with his excitement.

47
Kaprálová’s setting of this song reflects not only her sense of humor, but also displays the
depth of her imagination and versatility as a composer.
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CHAPTER 3: THE SONG CYCLE ZPÍVÁNO DO DÁLKY, OP. 22
A. Background and Poetic Source
Kaprálová’s song cycle, Zpíváno do dálky (Sung into the Distance) was written
May 12 – 21 1939 in Paris during a very active time in Vítězslava’s life. One of the
major influences in her life at this time is the fact that she and Martinů were becoming
increasingly intimate. Kaprálová, so far from her beloved country and family, sought
emotional comfort from Martinů. Not only were the two planning a life together in the
United States but earlier, in January 1939, Martinů gave Vítězslava his treasured piano
sketch of his opera Julietta.47 This is significant since, although the opera was written
before Martinů and Kaprálová had met, it took on an important musical symbolism in
their lives, and both composers quoted themes from the opera in their works as a sort of
secret message to one another.48 The work must have had a profound meaning indeed,
since as Vítězslava Kaprálová lay dying in the St. Eloi Hositpal in Montpellier, France,
her last words in her delirious state were “To je Julietta…” (“It is Julietta…”).49 Scholars
and family members agree that in her last moments of life, Kaprálová must have heard
the music of Martinů’s Julietta playing in her delirium.
Zpíváno z dálky consists of three songs that lead the listener on a journey from
devotion in “Píseň Tvé nepřítomnosti” (“Song of your absence”), to the furtive
excitement of “Polohlasem” (“Hushed”), to the exuberant joyfulness of “Jarní” (“Spring
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Song”). The texts are by a contemporary Czech poet, Viktor Kripner (1906-1956), and it
is to him that these songs are dedicated.
The texts come from two different sets of poems from Kripner’s collection Světy
bez jména (Worlds without Names). “Píseň Tvé nepřítomnosti” and “Polohlasem” are
poems numbers five and six from the set “Lampa v okně” (“Lamp in the Window”), and
“Jarní” comes from the set “Erboví ticha” (“Emblematic Silence”). It is not difficult to
see why Kaprálová was drawn to these poems in particular, since they also seem to have
a possible autobiographical context for her.
B. “Píseň Tvé nepřítomnosti”
The passionate yet slightly melancholy “Píseň Tvé nepřítomnosti” could have two
possible meanings, the first depicting the separation from her beloved, Bohuslav Martinů.
When Martinů left Paris some weeks after the composition of these songs to join his wife
in Vieux Moulin, Kaprálová wrote in her diary “Farewell to Špalíček, very difficult and
painful.”50 The following day, she also wrote, “I wanted to go to Vieux Moulin, but it
started to rain, so it didn’t work out.”51 However, the poem could also have a more
symbolic meaning for Kaprálová. She had stated, in so many letters home to her parents
and to friends, how very homesick she was. Thus, the separation in the poem could also
speak to her feelings of homesickness.
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Píseň Tvé nepřítomnosti

Song of your absence

Moře mi není mořem
bez tebe, lásko má.
Tys mi však stále Tebou,
blízka neb vzdálená.
Jsi nade mnou jak oblak,
jak věčný racek nad vodou,
zatím co v tremolo dešťů
se stíny v plavý písek strou –
jsi nade mnou jak záře.

The sea is not the sea
without you, my love.
You, however, are always you,
near or far.
You are above me like a cloud,
like an eternal gull above the water,
while, in the tremolo of the rain,
the shadows swirl.
You are above me like a radiance.

Kaprálová decided to repeat the first four lines of the poem at the end, creating an ABA
form. This may have been because she seemed to prefer the ABA form, or because she
simply wanted to leave the listener with the sound of the melancholy longing of the
opening lines.
Just as each poem is unique in mood and theme, Kaprálová created a different
character of music for each song, a character that was drawn from the text. The ABA’
form fits nicely with the text in that it too employs two different sentiments. The first
four lines (and their reprise at the end) deal with the narrator’s feeling of isolation from
his beloved, while the last five lines are a list of metaphors of what the beloved means to
the narrator. Both verses use sea and water-related imagery, and Kaprálová centers on
these themes in the music as well.
The sea is brought to life in the very beginning of the song with a deep, calm,
undulating motive of open fifths in an F tonal area that very clearly depicts the waves of
the sea washing upon a sandy shore (see Figure 3.1). Yet underneath this serenity is the
tension of the isolation from the beloved, which is demonstrated in an unexpected C#M
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ominous--sounding
chord in measure 3 (which becomes significant later), and in an ominous
chromatic motive that iss repeated twice more in m
measures 4-5
Figure 3.1: “Píseň Tvé nep
nepřítomnosti,” measures 1-5

This feeling of rolling waves continues with the entrance voice, but the
accompaniment becomes much more solid for “Tys mi vvšak
šak stále Tebou, blízká neb
vzdálená” (“You,
You, however, are always you, near or far”). Here the unrelated C#M chord
becomes noteworthy in the A
AbM – DbM
M progression that this passage centers on (Figure
3.2).. It has become an overarching V – I progression of sorts, with other chords
interspersed inn between. The relative consonance of this passage, as well as the rare V –
I progression highlights the certainty of the narrator’s expression of devotion.
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nepřítomnosti,” measures 12-15:
Figure 3.2, “Píseň Tvé nep

The B section begins with an abrupt change to a B tonal center, which is a IV
function of the F tonal center of the A section. The water themed music continues, but
this time in constant eighth
eighth-note triplets thatt depicts the “tremolo of rains” in the poem
(Figure 3.3).. The timbre of this section is also very different. Rather than the deep bass
of the sea motive, this section utilizes almost exclusively the upper registers of the piano,
perhaps depicting the metap
metaphors
hors that describe the beloved being above the narrator like a
cloud, like an eternal gull, and the rain falling from the heavens.
Figure 3.3, “Píseň Tvé nep
nepřítomnosti,” measures 16-17:

The swirling sand in the text is also represented in an upward rushing eighth-note
eighth
triplet movement with examples of chordal planing that sweeps us into a solid CM chord,
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the first and only whole-note triad of the song, that sets up the climax of the song “Jsi
nade mnou jak záře” (“You are above me like a radiance”). Here the voice climbs up to a
whole-note high F, with the option of taking a high Ab (perhaps the F was written to
accommodate lower voices), which is the highest point in the piece (Figure 3.4). More
significantly, the C#M/DbM chord returns on this highest peak of the song as if finally
fulfilling its promise from the beginning bars.
Figure 3.4: “Píseň Tvé nepřítomnosti,” measures 23-27

This passage also has another function in that it serves as a bridge that brings us
into a return of the A section in m. 27. The A’ section is identical to the first A section,
with the exception of cadential material in the final measures of the song. This cadential

54
material is interesting, since each of the songs in Zpíváno z dálky end in the same way,
with a prominent (in this case, modified) plagal cadence.
Figure 3.5, “Píseň Tvé nep
nepřítomnosti,” measures 41-43

The fact that the prominence of this plagal cadence as the conclusion of the song
is something that is unusual, and suggests special significance to these chords. In “’To je
Julietta:’ Martinů, Kaprálová
álová and Musical
cal Symbolism,” Erik Entwistle details the two
most prominent motives that both Ka
Kaprálová and Martinů utilized in other works. The
first is a three-note
note motive derived from Julietta’s first entrance, and is made of three
notes a half step, and then a whol
whole step apart:52
Figure 3.6
.6 Bohuslav Martin
Martinů, Julietta53
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The second motive is what Kaprálová seems to be hinting at here. It consists of a
plagal cadence, which, according to Entwistle, is often called the “Julietta chords.”54
This progression “seems to represent an onrush of emotion, a heady combination of
longing and romantic desire.”55
Figure 3.7: Bohuslav Martinů, Julietta56

The knowledge that only four months before the composition of these songs,
Kaprálová was given a piano sketch of Julietta by Martinů, leads us to the conclusion that
these plagal cadences may, in fact, be an echo of the “Julietta chords.” It is also possible
that the IV – I tonal area relationship between the A section and the B section is also a
representation of this motive.
C. “Polohlasem”
“Polohlasem,” the second song in the cycle Zpíváno do dálky, offers quite a
contrast from “Píseň Tvé nepřítomnosti.” While the first song carried an atmosphere of
serenity and devotion, this second song offers a feeling of electrified furtiveness, perhaps
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that which a secret love affair might arouse. Kaprálová herself was no stranger to this
situation. Bohuslav Martinů was a married man, and, according to sources, Martinů’s
wife Charlotte was never aware of her husband’s affair with Kaprálová.
In this text as well, Kripner uses nature imagery to highlight the character of the
affections, and, as in “Píseň Tvé nepřítomnosti,” Kaprálová chooses that nature theme on
which to base the musical imagery.
Polohlasem

Hushed

Vítr vane,
chvěje se lampy svit.
Jej střeží
dvě ruce milované.

The wind blows,
the lamplight flickers.
It is watched
by two hands beloved.

Na lampu, jež zimomřivě plane,
štěrminami dveří,
skulinami oken
vítr vane.

On the lamp, whose flame shivers,
through the cracks in the door,
through the crevices in the windows,
the wind blows.

Až k ránu lampa pohasne
a zůstaneme sami
Tvé srdce zazní, hrací hodiny.

When, in the early morning, the lamp dims
and we remain alone
your heart resounds, a musical clock

Vdechnuvše věčnost,
vtělíme ji dlouze, v polibek jedinný.

Let us breathe into it eternity,
let us embody it for a long time, in a single kiss.

For this song as well Kaprálová decided to make a few minor changes in the text,
mostly simple word changes, substituting a word with the same or similar meaning. The
major change Kaprálová made, however, was the omission of the eleventh line of the
poem. The following is the original third verse of the poem (the omitted line is in italics):
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Original version:

Kaprálová’s version:

When, in the early morning, the lamp dims When, in the early morning, the lamp dims
and we remain alone
and we remain alone
with the genius of music.
your heart resounds, a musical clock
your heart resounds, a musical clock.

The reason for doing this is unclear, but perhaps Kaprálová wanted to preserve the
sentiment of the furtive, excited bond of the lovers rather than introduce another
“character,” that character being music. Or perhaps she just did not want to include the
phrase for aesthetic reasons.
The form Kaprálová chose for “Polohlasem” is ABCB’. It is almost throughcomposed with three different sections, but at the end of the song, she brings back the
music of the B section, but with a different underlying mood. In this manner, Kaprálová
links the second and fourth stanzas of the poem, and perhaps is attempting to show that
the breath of love enters through all cracks and crevices of the soul and fills the
emptiness.
The wind described in the text is very aptly depicted in the opening motives of the
piano accompaniment (Figure 3.8). The motive consists of a brief rush of sixteenth-note
triplets on minor chords followed by an upward sweeping movement on a bmmm chord
that evoke the image of whirling wind gusts in the city streets.
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Figure 3.8, “Polohlasem,” measures 1-2

The atmosphere it creates is one of secretive restlessness, and this impression
continues with the entrance of the voice. The wind is present throughout the A section in
similar swirling sixteenth-note movements, but the tension eases briefly on “Jej střeží dvě
ruce milované” (“It is watched by two hands beloved”). On “milované” (“beloved”), the
wind motive is presented on major chords for the first time, and the voice part represents
another possible connection to Bohuslav Martinů’s Julietta. Although the word
“milované” has four syllables, Kaprálová set it to three notes, first a half-step and then a
whole step apart (see Figure 3.6 for comparison).
Figure 3.9: “Polohlasem,” measure 9, vocal part only

In these ways, Kaprálová highlights this word and perhaps conveys a hidden message of
love for her lover.
However, in the very next measure, the tension of the opening measure returns
with a picking up of the wind motive once again, and uncertainty is introduced in an F#
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ninth chord that is missing its third, so that the listener cannot know whether it is major or
minor, happy or sad. The B section however, includes an ominous trill on F# in the bass,
while above the right hand of the piano and the vocal line meander through almost the
entire chromatic scale, with the exception of Bb.
Figure 3.10, “Polohlasem,” measures 14-24

Tonality is further obscured by the use of an octatonic scale in, measures 25-26.
However, the following measure provides an arrival point with a solid CM chord with an
added ninth. It is as if the uncertainty and furtiveness of the first verses of the text have
finally found a resting place, that the lovers found stability in one another (Figure 3.11).
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25-27
Figure 3.11,, “Polohlasem,” measures 25

The excitement resumes with tthe
he “musical clock” heartbeat in the accompaniment
that begins in measure 32, and slowly winds down through the rest of the song, even
through the return of the B section music (Figure 3.11).. This return is not simply a
restatement of the dissonant music ooff the B section, but become progressively more
consonant and hopeful until the surprising musical statement with “v polibek jediný”
jedin (“in
a single kiss”).
Figure 3.12,, “Polohlasem,” measures 333-40

After a song more dependent on impressions, motives, and mo
moods,
ods, rather than
chord progressions, the final, solid cadence is unexpected (Figure 3.13). As in “Píseň
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Tvé nepřítomnosti,”” this song ends on a solid plagal cadence, cycling through VI7 – I –
IV – I – IV – I in no uncertain terms. The repeated prominence of plagal cadence once
more evokes the “Julietta
Julietta chords.”
Figure 3.13: “Polohlasem,” measures 47
47-49

The vocal writing in this piece is certainly not as melodic as the other songs in
this cycle, however, this entire song seems to be built more on impressions and depictions
rather than on lyricism. Perhaps in this sense, it is a truly Impressionistic work, in that it
evokes the images of the text, not only in the accompaniment, but also in the vocal part,
and the vocal part becomes instrumental in helping create the rich atmosphere of the text.
D. “Jarní”
The last song of the cycle ““Jarní” also offers a nice contrast from the previous two
songs. With this song, Kaprálová delivers a mood that is a livelier nature than the others.
The original poem is titled “Ticho,” (“Quiet”), and comes from a different collection that
the previous two songs.
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Ticho

Quiet

Den
s motýli, sluncem a kvítím,
s jásotem dětských her
zasvit nám z pavučin.

A day
with butterflies, sunlight and flowers,
with the laughter of children’s games
gleaming at us from spider webs.

Ptáci výškami táhli na sever.
Záhy však stali se kapkami stříbra,
jež tichounce skanuly k zemi,

Birds, at great heights, journeyed north.
Soon, however, they become drops of silver
that quietly fall to the ground,

— slzy tvé ztracené lásky.

— tears of your lost love.

It is clear that Kaprálová saw something different in this text than perhaps Kripner
originally intended. The original title of the poem, “Quiet” suggests a more
contemplative mood that gives more emphasis to the subdued mood of the second stanza
of text. Kaprálová, however, chose to instill into the text an exuberant joy and
excitement in which the tears of the lost love are just a fleeting thought in a carefree
summer day full of children’s games and flower-filled fields. To further this effect,
Vítězslava chose—as she did in “Píseň Tvé Nepřítomosti”—to repeat the first verse of
the poem at the end of the song.
While it seems uncharacteristic that Kaprálová stray from the original meaning of the
text, there is a great probability that this change was also motivated by autobiographic
element. The imagery of the poem “Ticho” may have had special significance to
Kaprálová in her times of homesickness while in France. Kaprálová always remembered
Brno and especially Tři Studně with particular fondness, and spoke of it often. In fact,
taped to the piano in her small hotel room where she lived was a newspaper clipping of
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the poem “V rodné zemi” by Jan Čarek, and illustrated by famous Czech artist Mikoláš
Aleš:57
V rodné zemi

In the Homeland

KDE JSI SE NARODIL, SYNU?
V zemi české, má matko,
sivá holubička ovívala první můj spánek,
co by kamenem dohodil zpívaly břízy,
ze stáje zazvonil stříbřitý řetěz –

WHERE WERE YOU BORN, MY SON?
In the Czech land, my mother,
the ash-colored dove fanned my first sleep,
just a stone-throw away the birch trees sing,
from the stables rings the silvery chain –

The poem loses some of its charm in translation, but the note of nostalgic longing is still
clear. Later, in a letter addressed to her husband April 28, 1940, Kaprálová wrote, “How
long ago it seems that we danced in the field with Mařenka, surrounded by pine trees and
the shimmer of the lake, and thank god, life will continue and repeat itself in children.”58
It is possible that these very emotions and images were evoked in her as she read
Kripner’s poem, since a similar scene occurs in the poem in the very first verse.
The form of this song is Kaprálová’s favored ABA’, with an added four-measure
codetta at the end for the final cadence. The song begins with a short piano introduction
that sounds like a joyful rag in a C major tonal area that almost trips over itself in its
excitement (Figure 3.13). It is also full of plenty of light, airy open fifths to color the
mood. The introduction plays around with third-relation between C major and Eb major,
and even includes syncopated BbM-M-M13 chords in measures 5 and 7, a dominant
function in Eb major that instill a playful mood, which is heightened by the laughter-like
melody in the right hand of the piano.
57
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Jarní,” measures 1-7
Figure 3.14: “Jarní

The laughter of children is also heard in the bubbling motive of the piano in
measure 14.
,” measure 14
Figure 3.15: “Jarní,”

Laughter is reflected yet again in the vocal line in measures 19
19-21
21 (Figure 3.16)
Figure 3.16: “Jarní,”
,” measures 19
19-21, vocal part only
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The B section brings about a more sober
sobering
ing mood with the text “Ptáci
“P
výškami
táhli na sever”” (“Birds, at great heights, journeyed north”) with a modulatory passage that
portrays the path of the birds flying north. The second A section is almost identical to the
first except for an elaboration on the laughter motive, which is the final melody of the
voice part.. Perhaps this is to show that all ends well; that the brief melancholy of the lost
love has been forgotten, and only happiness and laughter remain. This was very much
the way Kaprálová lived
ived her own life, flitting from relationship to relationship like a
butterfly from flower to flower.
The song ends on yet another plagal cadence (Figure 3.17), the most
straightforward of the three, with clear block chords, this time with a very clear IV
I 7–I
progression—aa final utterance of the “Julietta chords.”
Figure 3.17: “Jarní,”
,” measures 63
63-66
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CHAPTER 4: THE SONG “DOPIS”
Written 28 April, 1940, “Dopis” (“Letter”) is Vítězslava Kaprálová’s last
completed work—she died less than two months later. Although it was completed just
five days after her marriage to Jiří Mucha, it is widely believed that the song was in fact
composed with Bohuslav Martinů in mind. Although Kaprálová had ended her intimate
relationship with him many months earlier (something which very much grieved
Martinů), she still maintained a close and special relationship with him.59 Close enough,
in fact, that she spent the entire morning of her wedding day with him.
Kaprálová’s choice of poem and how she transformed the text also seem to
support the Martinů theory. The text used for “Letter” comes from a collection of poems
by Petr Křička called Hoch s lukem (Lad with a bow), published in 1938. The original
poem is 60 lines long, and much too long to be set in its entirety as an art song, but the
fact that Kaprálová decided to set a portion of it means that the poem expresses a
particular sentiment she wanted to convey, and the way in which she modified it and
titled it also hints at her underlying intentions as well. Following are the original poem
and Kaprálová’s edited version.
Original:
XXIII
(Hoch s lukem)
Petr Křička

XIII
(Lad with a bow)
Petr Křička

Vy „ne“ jste řekla. Budiž tak.
Sám osud cesty naše zkřížil.
Já želel Vás. Jste šťastna však,

You said “no.” So be it.
Fate itself made our paths cross.
I mourned you. But you are happy,
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i vidím, že jsem neublížil.
A nesoudím, kdo vinen jest,
kdo více ztrácí, nepočítám.
Jediná kdys, teď dvé je cest.
Vše chápu již, nic nevyčítám.
Co mrtvo – pohřbít, oželet,
zas doufati, zas věřit v sebe.
Na soucit čeká boží svět,
na slovo lásky zem i nebe.
Mír svatý tichou oblohou
se rozkleň nad hynoucí duší!
Ó, posil, uzdrav mysl mou,
dej, vroucně zas ať srdce buší,
jak druhdy, oko, bystře hleď,
jak druhdy, ruko, housle svírej!
Co ještě máš, mé srdce, teď
každému hostu zotevírej!

and I see I did no harm.
And I do not judge who is to blame,
I do not count who loses more.
Where was once one, now are two paths.
I understand now, I bear no grudge.
What is dead—bury it, mourn it,
hope again, believe in oneself again.
The divine world awaits compassion,
the earth and heavens for a loving word.
Let holy peace in silent sky
unfold above a perishing soul!
O, strengthen, heal my spirit,
let the heart again pound passionately
as before, eye, seek brightly,
as before, hand, clasp the violin!
What you still posses, my heart, now
to every guest reveal!

Jak v onen čas, ó, krátký, žel,
vše tryskalo a kvetlo ve mně!
Dlaň ve tvé dlani jít jsem chtěl,
radostný pěvec rodné země.
Zda víte, co bych vykonal
nadlidsky silen láskou Vaší? –
Jediný pohled – taje žal,
jediný úsměv – písně raší,
polibek jeden – zpěv a smích
a cesta posypána květem...
Pro tebe v samých stěžejích
rukama byl bych zachvěl světem,
tvým štítem, oporou se stal,
sám silný, jiné zvedal, sílil,
poselství dobré zvěstoval
a s láskou k potřebných se schýlil...
Ale i bolest plodná jest,
a srdce, zryté pluhem hoře,
byť pláň jen trpkou, hloží cest,
žeň celou vydá u pokoře...

As in that time, o, brief, sadly,
everything sprung and blossomed inside me!
Hand in hand with you I desired to go,
a joyous singer of our native land.
Do you know what I could accomplish
superhumanly strengthened by your love? –
A single glance – melts grief,
a single smile – songs burgeon,
one kiss – song and laughter
and a path scattered with flowers…
For you, I, harnessed,
with bare hands would quake the earth,
with your emblem a pillar become,
myself strong, raise others, strengthen,
the worthy message herald
and with love to the needy draw near…
However, anguish too is fertile,
and the heart, engraved with the plow of grief,
though a bitter plain it is, a path for hawthorn,
will surrender its crop in prostration…

Mír svatý tichou oblohou
nad slabou ještě skleň se duší!
Posil a osvěť mysl mou,
dej, s důvěrou ať srdce buší,
nechť novým zpěvem mužně zní,

Let holy peace in silent sky
yet bow over the weakened soul!
Strengthen and enlighten my spirit,
let the heart pound with faith,
so that with a new song it deeply resounds,
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nechť rytmem novým vroucně hude.
Až najdu boží království,
kdož ví, co přidáno mi bude?
Ne, nutno není šťasten být:
své dílo se ctí dovést k cíli.
Veliká povinnost je žít,
dát práci srdce, dech i síly,
nač stačíš, tiše vykonat,
na rány své se usmívati,
mzdu jedinou. – Žes měl je rád,
zas ještě lidem ukázati.
Kdož ví?... A pozná-li mě přec
tvé srdce kdys, již světlé, zjihlé?
Pán Bůh je velký umělec,
a cesty jeho – nevystihlé...

so that with a new rhythm it ardently plays.
When I find the heavenly kingdom,
who knows what will be given to me?
No, tis not necessary to be happy:
to honorably complete one’s own creation.
A great duty it is to live,
to give work heart, breath and strength,
to quietly carry out what you can manage,
smile at your own wounds,
a single reward – That you loved them,
and again show people.
Who knows?...And will it recognize me still
your heart once, already, light, open?
The Lord God is a great artist,
and his paths – mysterious…

Vítězslava Kaprálová’s edited version:
Dopis

Letter

Vy „ne“ jste řekla. Budiž tak...
Sám osud cesty naše zkřížil.
Já želel Vás. Jste šťastna však,
i vidím, že jsem neublížil.

You said “no.” So be it…
Fate itself made our paths cross.
I mourned you. But you are happy,
and I see I did no harm.

A nesoudím, kdo vinen jest,
kdo více ztrácí, nepočítám.
Jediná kdys, teď dvé je cest.
Vše chápu již, nic nevyčítám

And I do not judge who is to blame,
I do not count who loses more.
Where was once one, now are two paths.
I understand now, I bear no grudge.

Kdož ví?
A pozná-li mne přec
Tvé srdce světlé, zjihlé?
Pan Bůh je velký umělec,
a cesty Jeho nevystihlé.

Who knows?
And will it recognize me still
your heart, light, open?
The Lord God is a great artist
and His paths mysterious.

Apart from greatly condensing the original poem—as was necessary in order to
set it as an art song—there are two other small changes. The first is the addition of the
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ellipsis at the end of the first line, most likely for dramatic effect, the second a slight
change in the wording of the text in the last verse. Kripner’s original reads: “Who
knows?...And will it recognize me still/ your heart once, already, light, open?” In her
version, Kaprálová omitted the words “once, already.” This seemingly slight alteration
changes the meaning of the text somewhat. Kripner’s original “your heart once, already,
light, open,” implies that there was a time when the beloved’s heart was not open to the
narrator. Kaprálová’s omission of “once, already” suggests that she did not intend the
text to have this connotation, that the heart of the beloved had never closed to the narrator
and gives opens up the possibility of reunion.
Further clues of Kaprálová’s intended meaning can be gleaned from her own
French translation of the text, which is included on the back cover of the manuscript:
Kaprálová’s French translation:

English translation:

Un jeune homme repond a [sic] son amour:
Vous m’avez ecrit “non,” soit! Le destin
nous a separé[.] Je l’ai regretté, mais je
vois que vous êtes heureuse et c’est
pourquoi je suis heureux. Je ne veux pas
dire qui est coupable et qui perd plus.
Autres fois il y avait deux chemins, aujour
d’hui il n’y en a qu’un seul. Enfin, peutêtre tu reviendras, parce que Dieu est un
grand artiste, et personne ne connait ses
projets.

A young man responds to his beloved:
You wrote to me, “no,” so be it! Fate has
separated us. I regretted it, but I
see that you are happy, and that is
why I am happy. I do not want
to say who is to blame and who loses more.
Before there were two paths, today
there is but one. In the end, perhaps
you will return, because God is a
great artist, and no one can know his
design.

Since French was not Kaprálová’s native language, we are able to see in her
translation the true meaning she intended in the text. In her translation, Kaprálová
emphasizes the separation of the lovers, and also insinuates that the beloved’s happiness
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makes the narrator happy as well, something that is not evident in the original text. Her
translation also adds emphasis to the possible return of the beloved. If indeed “Dopis”
was written with Bohuslav Martinů in mind, these facts could shed some more light on
the nature of their relationship and separation.
While the original poem contains a number of sentiments, Vítězslava chose to
distill one from the many—farewell at the end of a love affair. The song was most likely
not meant for her newlywed husband, Jiří Mucha, since she did truly love him, 60 even if
her bond with Martinů was stronger—a detail not lost on Mucha. The fact that she also
titled the song “Letter” also indicates that it was meant as a message, and may symbolize
the feelings of Bohuslav Martinů on the morning of Kaprálová’s marriage to Mucha.61
The harmonic language Kaprálová used in “Dopis” is slightly different than that
of her previous songs. She does not employ as many extended chords, using only a few
ninth chords, and gone also are the open fifths so readily used previously, resulting in
harmonies that are more filled out than in previous songs, with no missing thirds to create
modal ambiguity. However, she does use a chord type not as prevalent in her previous
songs: chords with the added fourth. The chord, used sparingly throughout the song adds
additional color to the harmonies, particularly when the added fourth is an augmented
fourth. One area where the added fourth chord plays a prominent role is in the phrase
“The Lord God is a great artist,” where on the words “great artist” there are two solid

60

This is evident in the letters that she wrote to Mucha in the last weeks preceding her death, and
it was him that she desperately wrote to in her last letter: “Jiří, I have a high fever, the professor would like
to operate...Come.” After her signature, Kaprálová wrote a postscript: “I am completely weak, come!.”
Mucha, 353.
61
While it is not evident in the English translation, the text is written from a man’s perspective. In
Czech, the past tense form takes on feminine/masculine forms, according to the sex of the speaker.
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added fourth chords, a CMM7 and an FMM7, both with added augmented fourths (Figure
4.1).
Figure 4.1:
.1: “Dopis,” measures 28
28-29

Additional information about Kapr
Kaprálová’s
’s compositional decisions may come
from
om a letter addressed to Mucha in the days after their wedding. In the letter, Kaprálová
talks about this song being an assignment (possibly for Nadia Boulenger)62 and that it
was to be “à la Monteverdi’s Orpheus.” Claudio Monteverdi’s (1567-1643)
1643) L’Orfeo,
favola in musica is one of the earliest examples of opera, and is based upon the Greek
myth of Orpheus,
eus, who attempts to save his beloved, Eurydice, from Hades. In the end,
Orpheus
eus fails, never to see his beloved Eurydice again. Perhaps this story of separation
se
brought to mind the end Kapr
Kaprálová’s love affair with Martinů,, and inspired her to set
Křička’s text.
Vítězslava
zslava instilled aspects of Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo into the music as well. At
the beginning of the 17th century, when L’Orfeo was composed, the Florentine Camerata
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had developed a new style of music in which the complex polyphonic style of the
madrigals gave way to a new style that would heighten the text, making it more important
than the music. The style was called stile rappresentativo and generally
nerally referred to a
style of music in which the accompaniment was secondary to the vocal line in order to
highlight the text. This is a deviation from her normal compositional technique, since in
her previous songs, the piano was relatively independent of the vocal line and was more
or less an equal partner in the music. Kaprálová seems to have used stile rappresentativo
as the basis for the composition of this song. The accompaniment of “Dopis” is relatively
less independent, the only freedom given to the piano being during the interludes when
the voice is not singing. In many places, this technique is held to strictly, as with the first
entrance of the voice, where the piano has nothing but block chords, the first one being
held for three full measur
measures.
Figure 4.2:
.2: “Dopis,” measur
measures 7-9

Later, the accompaniment beneath the vocal line becomes slightly more active,
but there is not much in the manner of motivic development for the piano.
piano Kaprálová
still employs the use of block chords, with a small amount of movement in the bass line

73
for emphasis. The result is a clear vocal line that is easily understandable to the audience
and, rather than creating a dull or unexciting piece, Vítězslava used this technique to her
advantage. By limiting the activity of the piano, she was able to create a sparse, hollow
sound that evokes the emptiness of the end of a love affair that is depicted in the text.
Other evidence of Vítězslava’s use of elements from L’Orfeo may be found in the
final measures of “Dopis” (see Figure. 4.3). Here, Kaprálová presents two clear
statements of a bichord, gm and EM.
Figure 4.3: “Dopis,” measures 37-38

Toward the end of the second act of L’Orfeo, an exchange occurs between a messenger
and the main character, Orfeo, in which the messenger reveals that Orfeo’s beloved
Euridice is dead. During this exchange, the music returns repeatedly to the chords gm
and EM, many times even directly following one another. While chord functions in
relation to key during the time of Monteverdi were a thing of the future, these two chords,
even at the time, were considered very remote, particularly the exchange between flats
and sharps, which would often indicate a subtext of stress or tension. The apex of
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Monteverdi’s use of these two chords comes at the beginning of Orpheus’s aria “Tu sei
morta…” (“You are dead…”), which begins on a long, mournful gm chord. Then with
the text “se’ morta mia vita, ed io respiro?” (“[you] are dead my life, yet I breathe”) there
is a very prominent statement of EM followed by gm (see Figure 4.4).
Figure 4.4: Claudio Monteverdi, L’Orfeo, Act II, measures 303-30763

Other instances of gm and EM follow, but perhaps the most significant passage
comes at measure 322 of Act II, where the accompaniment contains simply a Bb—the
third of a gm chord—in the bass while the treble plays a G#—the third of an EM chord
(see Figure 4.5). It is truly significant indeed to encounter simultaneously flats and
sharps in a single sonority, and, as stated by music scholar Jay Rosenblatt64, perhaps in
the bichord at the end of “Dopis,” Kaprálová did what Monteverdi did not dare to do.
While it is unknown how well Vítězslava studied the score of L’Orfeo, it is quite possible
that she had these passages in mind during composition, since the sentiment of the death
of a beloved (Euridice) is consistent with the emotions of the end of a love affair, the
theme of the song “Dopis.”
63
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Figure 4.5: Claudio Monteverdi, L’Orfeo, Act II, measures 321-32265

As with the songs in Zpíváno z dálky, Kaprálová also chose a theme in “Dopis” on
which to build the music. In this song, she chose the imagery of the paths, though in the
opposite way than the text. In the poem, the imagery is similar to paths in the snow;
where at first there were two paths (two people walking side by side) there is now one
(one person walking alone). In the music, Kaprálová depicts the paths as one path at first
(two people following the same path) which moves to two paths (two people following
separate paths). This depiction begins at the very entrance of the piano (Figure 4.6). It
begins with an octave syncopated B that grows at first into a second and then into the
interval of a third—the paths separating. Then, in measure four, the unison B returns, but
again quickly divides into a second and then a third, and strays even further from the path
with meandering eighth note chords until it settles on the BbM block chord for the
entrance of the voice.
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Figure 4.6: “Dopis,” measures 1-4

The imagery of the path is present throughout the song, its final statement
differing somewhat. The path returns once more to conclude the song in the piano
postlude, this time more embellished, the path straying into more filled-out chords. Then,
in measure 35, the path changes. Up until this point, the path was always depicted by
octave Bs, while here suddenly there is a low bass E octave depicting the path, perhaps
depicting God’s mysterious, omnipotent ways (Figure 4.7).
Figure 4.7: “Dopis,” measures 35-36

The separation of the paths is then stated more firmly in the penultimate measure
with the bichord discussed earlier (see Figure 4.3): the right hand of the piano on a gm

77
chord (the relative minor of the Bb tonal area of the beginning of the song), with a solid
EM chord in the bass. As stated before, these two chords are quite remote indeed, a fact
which is highlighted by the clash of the G against G#, the B against Bb and the D against
E. There is a brief moment of reunion in the B octaves, but Kaprálová leaves no doubt
about the final state of the affair with a solid restatement of the bichord in the last
measure.
As her final song, “Dopis” is an important model of the thought that Kaprálová
put into her song composition. There are many levels on which to examine the song:
theme, word painting, harmonic structure, or the incorporation of aspects of Monteverdi’s
L’Orfeo, to name a few. Though she in all probability did not know this would be the last
work she would complete, it seems fitting that she would leave us with such a prime
example of her favorite genre.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION
The selected art songs examined in this study form an important collection of
Vítězslava Kaprálová’s song output. The first song cycle, Jablko s klína, is an important
survey of her earliest “mature” art songs and shows the genesis of her art song
compositional technique. Although Jablko s klína is a mere ten minutes in length, it
displays Vítězslava’s great diversity of style, and, from a theoretical point of view,
requires a broad spectrum of analytical tools. There are many aspects to her style that
link her to the post-impressionist school. These are the use of bitonality, extended tertian
harmonies, chordal planing, non-traditional root movements of chords, departure from
major/minor scales in favor of others, perfect fourth, fifth, and tritone intervals, and new
chord formations. However, “Bezvětří” illustrates Kaprálová’s willingness to abandon
this style to better suit the text. Through close analysis of this cycle, it is clear that
Vítězslava favored the use of non-functional harmony, but one cannot say that this was
her sole means of musical expression. Instead, her Jablko s klína reveals that she was
able to draw from any number of musical techniques that would best portray her
interpretation of the text.
Zpíváno do dálky, written just a year before her death is likewise an important
study since through it, we can examine Kaprálová’s established “mature” voice as an art
song composer. This cycle shows that Vítězslava settled into a more mainstream postimpressionist style of writing, and had abandoned the brief foray into atonality that
“Bezvětří” from Jablko s klína represented. It continues to demonstrate, however,
Kaprálová’s sensitivity to the text and the relatively equal partnership of voice and piano.
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Her last completed work, the song “Dopis,” was a small departure for Vítězslava
in that the compositional language changed slightly. There were less extended chords
than in her previous songs, and the chords she used were less sparse and without modal
ambiguity, all examples of post-impressionism. It is hard to know whether this was to be
a new direction or if it was a part of the assignment for her composition classes with
Nadia Boulanger. However, the song was still clearly based on a theme (the paths), like
so many of her previous songs.
Although Kaprálová was able to create such a variety in her art song output—all
driven by the text—her songs have aspects in common as well. The care that Vítězslava
took with her texts is quite evident in her text setting. Not only do the poems flow freely
within their musical structure, but the attention to declamation should also be noted. In
the songs examined in this study, one would be hard pressed to find any example of
awkward text setting, and the manner in which she sets the texts mirror the proportions of
recited verse. That she went to such lengths to accommodate the text while preserving
artistic and musical integrity reveals the care that she put into her art song composition.
This close attention to the text seems to go beyond a simple desire to create highquality music, and may be rooted in her personal connection to the texts she chose, and
the autobiographic nature of a specific few. While none of this can be proven with
utmost certainty without further primary material to support it, there are many examples
of songs that seem to truly hint at events in her life. Songs such as “Ukolébavka,” and
“Dopis” have solid connections to aspects of her life, and other songs such as “Píseň na
vrbovou píšťalku,” “Jarní pouť,” and “Píseň Tvé nepřítomnosti” have ties to her love of
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her country, particularly the picturesque countryside of Tři Studně that she loved so
much. Even the dark and abstract “Bezvětří” may reflect the fits of melancholy to which
she was sometimes prone.
Less than two months after her composition of “Dopis,” Vítězslava Kaprálová’s
brief but notable career was cut short with her sudden, tragic death on June 16, 1940. She
left behind a small number of unfinished works, but a great void of unfulfilled promise.
This detailed analysis of selected art songs has shown that Kaprálová was able to create a
variety of moods and expressions in her art songs whose unique qualities were firmly
rooted in the text and in their autobiographical elements. No one can summarize the loss
to musical world Kaprálová’s death signified better than the person who perhaps knew
her best, Bohuslav Martinů:
Everywhere she went she brought spring. She was patient, kind, friendly,
energetic, instinctive…I seldom had the chance to meet anyone so gifted, so
conscious of the task she had and that she wanted to fulfill. And this is one of the
things I cannot explain, why fate took her, why fate gave her such gifts, so
precious and unique, only to take them away.66
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APPENDIX A:
A BREIF HISTORY OF CZECH ART SONG
In order to fully understand the importance of the art songs of Vítězslava
Kaprálová, one must examine the work of her predecessors in the genre. Furthermore,
one should not examine any Czech music without taking in the cultural and historic
events that frame it. The turbulent history of Czechia has done much in molding the
Czech culture and its people. In the Middle Ages, Europe saw great turmoil as rulers
sought to set the boundaries of their territories, and for some time, Czech noble families
were able to stave off the inward expansion of foreign armies. The downfall came in
1620 with the Battle of White Mountain when the Czechs were defeated by the powerful
Habsburg Empire, which proceeded to impose their own language and religion upon the
Czech people. Czechia remained more or less under foreign rule, trading off one
oppressive government for another, until returning to the Habsburgs under the AustroHungarian Empire of the late 19th to early 20th century.
The end of World War I and the fall of the Austro-Hungarian Empire resulted in a
short period of freedom from foreign rule, and at this time the Czechs and Slovaks united
to form Czechoslovakia, which, during the “First Republic” years, enjoyed the status of
being one of the richest and most progressive countries in Europe. Sadly, the events of
World War II—namely the bartering of Czechoslovakia to the Germans by the Allied
Forces—initiated the beginning of the breakdown of this prosperous period. Later, the
fate of this small nation was sealed by yet another accord of the Allied Forces, as it ended
up under the rule of the Soviet Union. During the Communist occupation, the arts
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suffered tremendously from censorship, with many artists, musicians, and writers finding
themselves incarcerated for displays of individuality or perceived treason against the
government, which, sadly was not a much different situation than the Czechs had endured
for centuries before. After decades of oppression, however, a peaceful resolution was
reached with the mass demonstrations of the Velvet Revolution in 1989 and the fall of
Soviet-imposed Communist dictatorship.
It would seem likely that this troubled history would dilute a culture and make its
people uncertain of their own nationality. Instead these hardships served to strengthen
the Czech people, and their culture grew into a fiercely nationalistic unity that is very
proud of its history, a point that is very important to remember when considering the
musical output of this small but strong and distinct culture. The fate of Czech music and
musicians is similarly complicated, with historical events driving many Czech composers
and musicians far from the borders of their homeland. For this reason, many notable
Czech composers are known today by their Germanized names, including Johann Stamitz
(Jan Václav Stamic), Georg Benda (Jiří Antonín Benda), and Jan Ladislav Dussek (Jan
Ladislav Dusík).
In the Middle Ages, Bohemia flourished under the leadership of the Czech Holy
Roman Emperor Karel IV (1316-1378), who ruled from Prague. After 1620, however,
Czechs were ruled by the Austro-Hungarian Empire for several centuries, and Czechia
did not become an independent self-governing region until 1918. Under this oppressive
rule, cultural independence was not encouraged, and this made it difficult for a Czech
national musical style to emerge.
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Although Czech musicians and composers were no doubt influenced by and
learned from other schools of musical composition, a trend of individualism in Czech
music prevailed, which strengthened throughout the centuries. Czech composers sought
to find ways to make their music distinct, to instill a part of their own culture into their
music, and to give the Czech people their own voice. This trend can also be traced in the
history of Czech art song as a genre.
The Czech art song tradition itself is not one with necessarily deep roots for a
variety of reasons, but mainly because of the sociopolitical background of the nation and
its people. It was especially difficult for composers of vocal works because there simply
was no market for works in a country where German was considered the official language
by the government. Perhaps it was for this reason that the Czech art song had such a late
start, with Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904) becoming the first composer whose art songs
were given much notice outside of Czechia. This is not to say that there was no vocal
music before Dvořák, since the Czech culture is one that values song, which is evident in
its unusually rich folksong tradition. Central to this tradition were the Hussites of the
15th century. Master Jan Hus (1371-1415) led the Reformation in the Czech lands from
the Bethlehem Chapel, where his arrangements of folksongs and even some of his own
original songs were incorporated into the church services.67 A body of motets, pastorely,
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Neapolitan-style arias, even Italianate solo cantatas exists, but as far as art music is
concerned, Czech texts are very rare.68
The first breakthrough in the development of Czech art song comes with Jakub
Jan Ryba (1795-1815). Ryba wrote several works with Czech texts, and, although they
may not seem monumental, they are important in the lineage of Czech art song.
Although German was the official language accepted by the government, Ryba insisted
on setting texts in his native tongue, and relied on folk influence for much of his vocal
output. According to some sources, his “direct contact with the folk song genre gives his
art songs a more sincere, natural, and fluent expression than in similar works of his
contemporaries.”69 Today, Ryba is best known for his Christmas Mass Hej, mistře
(1796). This mass, written to his own texts, is a series of folk-like movements for choir,
solo voices, and small orchestra that are interwoven with spoken text. Ryba also
succeeded in setting the first Czech ballad, Lenka, which may have urged Václav Jan
Tomášek to set Czech text as well.70 However, apart from Hej mistře Ryba’s vocal
works were not central to his output and, in general, generate much less attention today
than his other works.
Václav Jan Křtítel Tomášek (1774-1850), coming from modest roots, was the first
prolific Czech composer of art song. Although his works remain outside the standard
repertory today, some scholars consider him the “link between the classical and early
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Czech romanticism.”71 During his time, he was better known as one of the highest paid
and most sought-after teachers of piano and music theory in Prague than for his
compositional output, earning him the title of the “musical pope of Prague.”72 In fact, his
musical soirées (at which he would play his own compositions) drew the most important
musical personalities of Prague and abroad, and Tomášek considered it a personal insult
if visiting music celebrities did not make an obligatory visit to him on their way through
Prague.73 His compositional activity was great, with 114 numbered works and countless
other unnumbered or unfinished works, and his output spans many genres, including
symphonies, concertos, sacred music, and even opera. It is for his solo song and piano
works (especially pedagogical works for the piano) that he is best known today.
Despite this resolve to compose music to texts in his native language, Tomášek
continued to shift back and forth between Czech and German texts, perhaps a reflection
of the political situation of the times. Evidence of Tomášek’s nationalistic tendencies is
also revealed through his participation in Věnec ze zpěvů vlastenckých uvitý a obětovaný
dívkám vlasteneckým (A Garland of Nationalistic Songs Woven For and Devoted to
Nationalistic Young Ladies), which was an annual publication that included songs by
Czech composers (including Tomášek), as well as opera reductions.74 The first volume
also contained some arias by Mozart and other non-Czech composers, and the publication
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only lasted five years (1835-1839).75 The Věnec is important, however, because it was
among some of the few publications that included Czech song during the youth of
Bedřich Smetana.
Bedřich Smetana (1824-1884) is generally considered one of the most influential
and important Czech composers. He is the first Czech composer to have gained
substantial international recognition for his works, and essentially single-handedly
defined Czech nationalism. Of himself, Smetana professed: “I am, according to my
merits and according to my efforts a Czech, and the creator of a Czech style in the
branches of dramatic and symphonic music—exclusively Czech.”76
Smetana’s musical output spans just about every genre imaginable, but it is for his
larger-scale works, such as the collection of tone poems Má vlast (My Fatherland) and
the opera Prodaná nevěsta (The Bartered Bride), that he is best known. Although he was
clearly comfortable in the vocal genre, as is evident by his eight completed operas, his
song output is generally not considered his best work. Smetana had an early start with art
song, composing his first song to a text by Schiller (which remained unfinished, and is
now lost) at the age of sixteen, and continuing to write music to German texts until 1848,
with the composition his first song on a Czech text—and also his first published song—
“Píseň svobody” (“Song of freedom”). It may seem unusual that the first great Czech
nationalistic composer waited so long before setting texts of his own culture and
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language, but many sources agree that Smetana was more comfortable in German than in
his own mother tongue, due to the political situation of his time.
“Píseň svobody,” however marks a new important trend for Smetana, and during
the attempted bourgeois revolution in Prague to overthrow the absolutist government of
the Habsburgs 1848-1849, Smetana composed many songs and choral works to Czech
texts. These remained, however, unknown to the public for many years, and “Píseň
svobody” remains the only one of these ever published.77 Smetana returned to German
texts only once more after “Píseň svobody,” with his “Liebesfrühling” for tenor and
piano, to a text by Friedrich Rückert in 1853, after which what little interest Smetana had
in song disappeared completely for almost 25 years.
Smetana returned to the genre in 1880 for a concert in celebration of the 50th
anniversary of his first performance. By this time, Smetana was already completely deaf,
which did not affect his compositional ability, as is evident in the masterpieces of the
symphonic poems of Má vlast (My Fatherland). For this occasion he composed the song
cycle for baritone, Večerní písně (Evening Songs), which has become the best known of
Smetana’s art songs today. Although the songs were originally written in the composer’s
native language, they were at first published with German texts, no doubt to reach a
larger audience. Timothy Cheek describes them as
…varied, ranging from declamatory songs from a polka to an exhilarating,
Schumannesque ending with an optional high A, fortissimo…They deal with
song, dance, a beloved wife, and love for one’s native land.78
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These songs truly do bring out the nationalistic character of Smetana’s style, and,
although they are not necessarily among the best of his works, or even the best of Czech
art song as a whole, they still occupy an important place in the development of the genre.
It is with Smetana’s musical successor, Antonín Dvořák, that a true breakthrough
in Czech art song is achieved. At first, Dvořák, however, was hesitant to embark into this
genre. It was not until 1865 that he made his first attempt at composition of song with
the song cycle Cypřiše (Cypresses), which was inspired by his unrequited love for the
actress Josefína Čermáková (1849-1895), who also happened to be his piano student.
These songs were riddled with flaws that Dvořák himself eventually acknowledged as
well. He later recycled much of the material several times in countless other works,
vocal and otherwise.
In the meantime, however, Dvořák continued to compose art songs, including an
1876 setting of the same texts that attracted Smetana later, Hálek’s Večerní písně (Dvořák
even went on to orchestrate nos. 2 and 3, but these remained unpublished79). However, it
is with Dvořák’s Cigánské melodie (Gypsy Songs), op. 55, that Czech art song begins to
gain international recognition. The Cigánské melodie were written for and dedicated to
German tenor Gustav Walter (1834-1910), which is most likely the reason why Dvořák
asked poet Adolf Hejduk to create a German traslation to his poems. Walter, although of
German heritage, was born in Bílina in Bohemia, and at one point even breifly attended
the Prague Conservatory. He was also a great admirer of Dvořák’s songs, and the
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composer was happy to oblige him with this significant cycle. It is natural, then, that
they were originally conceived in German, however Dvořák must have intended to
ultimately publish them in Czech as well, because he asked that in the German
translation, Hejduk preserve the original meter of his Czech poems. This was indeed
what happened, because several months after publication of the German versions,
Simrock also published a Czech version, with English translation. Much of the text
remained identical to Hejduk’s original poems, with only a small number of alterations,
probably by the composer himself.80
It seems that Dvořák had settled into the genre nicely for these songs, and Dvořák
scholar John Clapham states that
...The songs display far more assurance than any Dvořák has written
previously, and the natural way he made modifications in his melodies and
modest departures from strict strophic form is readily apparent.81
One must also consider the nature of these songs and contemplate the composer’s
intentions, since they also exhibit strong nationalistic tendencies. Otakar Šourek, in his
foreword to the critical edition of the Cigánské melodie, states:
…although the poems deal with love and desires of the gypsies, both
Hejduk and Dvořák undoubtedly took the gypsy character as a pretext to
allegorically convey the feelings of oppression suffered by the Czechs and
Slovaks living in the Austro-Hungarian Empires and to express their aspirations
for eventual freedom.82
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This statement supports the already documented feelings of nationalism that Dvořák
embraced. Regardless, these songs can be appreciated on their own merits as well; they
display a great variety of styles, and although they cannot be considered authentic gypsy
music, there are many elemnts that give them a distinctive gypsy flair.
Later, Dvořák composed songs that, although not completely forgettable, do not
rise to the level of the Cigánské melodie. These include the nationalistic set V národním
tónu (In National Tone), op. 73 (1885-1886), and the set Čtyři písně (Four Songs), op. 82
(1887-1888),83 and in 1889, Dvořák once again returned to the failed Cypřiše. He chose
eight of the original songs for revision, but some critics say that his emotional attachment
to the original songs was too great, and many of the original flaws still disrupt the songs,
now titled Písně lásky, op. 83. It is, however, possible that this was a conscious decision,
or, at the very least, a nostalgic foray to years of youthful love because not long before
the revision of the songs, Dvořák learned that his first love, Josefína Kaunitzová née
Čermáková (he had eventually married her sister, but the two remained good friends) was
dying. Perhaps the revisitation of the Cypřiše, which had been inspired by his love for
her, were in essence a tribute to her.
Dvořák’s last significant foray into the art song genre, his Op. 99, Biblické písně
(Biblical Songs), gained somewhat more attention than the revisited Cypřiše, although it
cannot rival the favored Cigánské melodie. This cycle also had great personal meaning to
Dvořák. According to Daniel Jacobson, Dvořák was compelled to compose the songs by
the death of his close friend, Hans von Bülow in February 1894, and by news of his aging
83

Cheek, 170.

91
father František’s grave illness that followed soon after.84 He interrupted work on his
Piano Suite in A Major to compose this set of ten songs.85 For the text, he chose excerpts
from the Book of Psalms from the Czech Protestant Králice Bible, but used a composite
of verses for each song. The texts to most of the songs are taken from numerous verses
and psalms, with “Hospodin jest můj pastýř” (“The Lord is My Shepherd”) being the
only song that uses only one psalm verse. Jacobson states that Dvořák’s reasoning
behind this was to create texts that had more personal significance to the composer.86
One composer who is often overshadowed by the legacies of Smetana and Dvořák
is Zdeněk Fibich (1850-1900). Many critics call him “less Czech” than Dvořák or
Smetana, and there is perhaps some truth to that, owing to the fact that most of his formal
musical training was acquired in Leipzig, Paris, and Mannheim. Nevertheless, the
lineage of Czech nationalism can still be traced through his music, as a great many of his
works are based on Czech sources. For example, Fibich took his inspiration from
prominent features of the Czech landscape (perhaps a result of his childhood as a
forester’s son in the wilderness of Bohemia), and he even uses direct quotations of Czech
folk themes in his music, which is something that neither Dvořák or Smetana did to any
extent. It is also said that his nationalistic symphonic poem Záboj, Slavoj a Luděk, which
is the first symphonic poem based on Czech mythical characters, inspired Smetana’s own
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cycle of symphonic poems, Má vlast.87 Some sources even call him “the last of the three
founders of the Czech national school of composition.”88
Although Fibich’s main interest lay in the genre of melodrama and opera, he
composed approximately 200 art songs. Sadly, the exact number will never be known
because he destroyed over half of them shortly before his death, a fate which also befell
most of his sacred works from his youth, leaving only one surviving mass.89 Also
unfortunate is the fact that the songs that do survive are outside even the standard Czech
repertory, and editions of his art songs have long been out of print, and thus difficult to
acquire.
Like Fibich, Leoš Janáček (1854-1928) was also overlooked during the lifetimes
of Dvořák and Smetana, however, after the turn of the century, he began to attract more
attention for his unusual style and exceptionally individualistic ideas about music
theory.90 Although Janáček did not generate a large number of original compositions
that can be added to the Czech art song genre, his contribution to it cannot be denied.
Janáček’s composition grew out of the Czech national schools in the nineteenth
century.91 The two people that influenced him most were Antonín Dvořák and Pavel
Křížovský. In fact, Janáček and Dvořák were good friends—though the latter was 13
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years Janáček‘s senior—and perhaps it was Dvořák that inspired Janáček‘s interest in
nationalism. Janáček, like many other composers of the time, including Bartók, was very
much interested in the folklore and folk music of his region and also collected and
studied the folk music of his homeland. Like so many other composers, folk aspects
permeated his compositional style in that he used them as a basis for his compositional
advancement.92
Janáček was also a dramatist and his pieces were often a commentary on his
personal and political values. This is true for works such as Kaťa Kabanová, the
Kreutzer String Quartet, and his only substantial original work in the art song genre, the
song cycle for tenor, alto, female chorus, and piano: Zapisník zmizelého (The Diary of
One Who Vanished). The text for the Zapisník is comprised of 23 poems93 that was first
published on the 14th and 21st of May 1916 in the Lidové Noviny newspaper under a
weekly column called Z pera samouka (From the Self-Taught Pen),94 and tells the story
of a young man, Janíček, who falls for a fiery gypsy girl, Zefka, who had been lingering
around his family’s farm. There are many possible reasons why Janáček would gravitate
to this text and carry it around with him. First of all, they are written in the Valašský
dialect, which is the same dialect Janáček spoke growing up. Additionally, the text
appeases Janáček’s love for drama because there are so many dramatic possibilities: love,
passion, sin, duty, and honor.95 Another aspect that surely attracted Janáček to this text is
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its folk aspects, taken from the life of a peasant.96 Lastly, the Zápisník is an “expression
of Janáček’s attachment to social and folk motives” as well as his own because it reflects
his “necessity of giving every human being his due, even gypsies, wrongly considered to
be a race of out-casts,”97
Although this work is considered part of the Czech art song genre, and the work
can be considered technically a song cycle, most sources concur that Janáček thought of
it more as a lyric monodrama or mini-opera, with the songs grouped into distinctive
“acts.” It is even sometimes referred to as “Janácek’s Carmen”98 due to the stage
directions included in the music. Another important aspect is that the piano is considered
an equal partner to the voices, so much so, that Šeda considers it as another character in
the drama.99 Not only does it comment on the situation—like number XIII, which is a
piano solo—but it also sets the scene and helps to paint the picture in many instances.
Another important aspect of Zápisník zmizelého that cannot be overlooked is the
striking similarities between this work and Janácek’s own life. Zápisník comes at a
significant time in Janáček’s life. Janáček held on to the poems from the diary for several
months before he began setting them to music. The inspiration came in the summer of
1917, when he met the 38 years younger Kamila Stösslová in Luhačovice, with whom
Janáček became utterly infatuated, an obsession that persisted until his death in 1928.
Kamila was a very generous woman, but at 25 years old, she did not reciprocate his
infatuation—a detail of which he was aware—and Janáček never really overstepped the
96
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formal boundaries of fidelity to his wife.100 Apart from the Zápisník, it is known that
Kamila inspired him to write Káťa Kabanová (1920-21), Lyška bystrouška (Cunning
Little Vixen) (1922-23), Věc Makropulos (Makropulos Case) (1923-25), and the String
Quartet no. 2 Listy důvěrné (Intimate Letters) (1928).101
Janáček’s other significant contribution to Czech song is in his work with
Moravian folk song. Not only did he collect folk songs, but he arranged them and used
them as a basis in his own composition. Janáček’s contribution to folklore collection is
not small. In all, Janáček, along with František Bartoš and Pavel Váša, arranged and/or
collected over 2,850 folk songs.102 His arrangements are for voice and piano, but they
preserve the folk elements of the original song. In many of them he also makes a
conscious effort to imitate folk instruments, such as the cimbál.
It is interesting to note the difference between Janáček’s very forward-thinking
musical philosophies and that of Josef Bohuslav Foerster (1859-1951), who was five
years his junior and whose life spanned the immense horrors that would plague Europe in
the 20th century. Like many other Czech composers, Foerster left his homeland during
early adulthood, spending most of his time away in Hamburg and Vienna.103 He returned
to his native country after its independence in 1918, and began teaching composition at
the Prague Conservatory. His musical output was quite substantial, including (from his
instrumental works) five symphonies, two symphonic poems, two violin concertos, a
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cello concerto, and numerous chamber works.104 Foerster, however, had a noted
fondness for vocal music. He was quite prolific in the choral genre and wrote six operas,
but these numbers pale in comparison with the number of songs he composed throughout
his long life.
It is sometimes difficult to keep track of Foerster’s entire art song output because
he would typically change titles and opus numbers numerous times before publication,
and because he used many different publishers. It is evident, from the countless amounts
of songs, that this was Foerster’s favored genre. According to Josef Bartoš, song was
always on Foerster’s mind; their creation was something that was spontaneous and
intimate, not driven by a need for public display, but borne from the need to compose.105
Another important point about Foerster’s song output is that it also stemmed from
his nationalistic tendencies. Although he spent many years abroad, Foerster never forgot
his roots, and “always composed for his homeland, not for foreigners…for which reason
Foerster’s songs remained more of an intimate artistic expression, and a vast majority of
them remained in manuscript.”106
Although they received favorable critical reviews, Foester’s art songs have
garnered little attention from music scholars. This may be in part due to the activities of
other composers during this time. Foerster, although not necessarily old-fashioned (there
are many aspects of his music that are quite modern, such as the use of jazz elements in
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his songs), was simply not as progressive as his national and international counterparts.
When compared to the likes of Janáček or Stravinsky, Foerster may seem somewhat
tame, but on its own merits, there is much for the world to discover in his music.
Bohuslav Martinů (1890-1959) gained more attention during his lifetime than the
much-older Foerster. Martinů’s musical education began early, in his childhood home of
Polička in Bohemia. His family was poor, but Martinů learned rapidly from his twiceweekly violin lessons. In 1905, his talent was evident to everyone around him, and his
town raised funds for him to attend the conservatory in Prague.107 He did not last long at
the conservatory due to his forward-thinking musical philosophies, but was very much
inspired by the cultural life of Prague. During the war, however, his musical ambitions
were disrupted when he was forced to move back to Polička because of the worsening
situation of food supply in Prague, and was also able to elude being drafted into the
military due to real (and fabricated) illnesses.108 A few years later, Martinů obtained a
scholarship to travel to Paris in 1923, and never return to his beloved Czechoslovakia.
Although he spent the rest of his life first in France and then in the United States,
Martinů never lost his patriotic Czech spirit. As to his art song output, there are only a
few collections of published songs, and a substantial number of them remain
unpublished. His songs show evidence of jazz influences, as well as heavy influence of
Czech folk traditions, with their simplicity, asymmetrical meter, and unusual chord
progressions. His Písničky na jednu stránku (Songs on one page), for example, brought
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his thoughts back to his homeland, a nostalgia that is heard in the songs, especially in
“Cesta k milé” (“Road to my beloved”).
After examining the path of Czech art song over a span of over 150 years, it is
interesting to see that the basis of the genre has not strayed too far from its roots. Due to
political and social circumstances, Czech composers forged a strong, nationalistic voice.
It is true that German influence was very strong at the beginning of Czech song
development and many Czech art song composers’ forays into German literature, but
they always returned to their own cultural roots. Czech nationalistic tendencies gained
most of their strength with Bedřich Smetana, perhaps, as discussed earlier, as a result of
the attempt to overthrow the oppressive governement. The lineage of Czech art song
discussed in this appendix is important in that it provided a foundation on which the art
songs of Vítězslava Kaprálová could build.
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APPENDIX B:
PERMISSION FROM PUBLISHER AMOS EDITIO
Re: Vitezslava Kapralova: Songs.
From:Němec Věroslav (vnemec@amostypo.cz)
Sent: Tue 10/13/09 12:35 AM
To: Tereza Jandura (piskot@hotmail.com)
Vážená slečno,
samozřejmě máte naše svolení užít ve své doktorandské práci krátké ukázky z naší
publikace "Písně" V. Kaprálové.
Přeji hodně úspěchů ve studiu i v koncertní činnosti
PhDr. Věroslav Němec
šéfredaktor hudebního nakladatelství AMOS EDITIO

Translation:
Dear Ms. [Jandura]
You certainly have our permission to use short examples from our publication
“Songs” of V. Kaprálová.
I wish you much luck in your studies and in your performance activities
PhDr. Věroslav Němec
Editor-in-chief, music publishing house AMOS EDITIO
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