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Foreword

It must have been strange those pre-war years in Paris. Cross any street
and you might have met Bohuslav Martind sipping Cordiale Medoc in a
café after a concert. You might have seen Jezek, Voskovec and Werich, or
Rudolf Firkusny walking along the Seine. You could have seen the painter
Jan Zrzavy looking for an ideal subject, or even the incandescent Vitézslava
Kapréalova walking arm in arm with Jifi Mucha.

It is tempting to think that something like Czech culture could survive so
far from home. But cultures are strange things, easier to mention than to de-
fine. More likely we can agree that during the years between 1938 and 1945
at least three closely interlinked musical cultures were destroyed in Czecho-
slovakia: the German, the Jewish, and the Czech. The Jews were mostly
exterminated; the Germans driven out, suppressed, or murdered; and the
Czechs, flung wildly about: some were killed, some were exiled, and some
few remained to build a new culture.

There is no extant proof, of course, that Kapralova died because of the war,
but it seems certain that wartime played the role of Death’s Angel in her case,
creating the stress, chaos and displacement that breeds disease. Anything can
happen anywhere, but it is difficult to imagine such a vivacious young woman
dying in such a way back home in the village of Tti Studné, the family home
in Moravia, or during a time of stability in Paris. For all their terror and
uncertainty, casualties in battles or death camps are easier to measure than
civilian deaths at home.

And we should keep in mind what happens when such young stars die. The
argument for individuality is a perilous one, for it causes us to suppress ante-
cedents. This is true, say in the case of Janacek. Biographers usually strive to
paint him as a solitary figure on the landscape whose mania for “speech melo-
dies” renders him piercingly individual. But a sure sign of artistic vitality is

X
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the presence of followers. What about Janacek’s followers? Some imagine
that he was too strange and prickly to have followers. I would disagree and
suggest that Janacek’s real spiritual followers, those brilliant young Moravian
musicians Pavel Haas, Gideon Klein and Vitézslava Kapralova, did not make
it through the war, irrevocably changing the musical begats and the musical
languages of those who survived.

But we may move away from death, for this is a classic moment of rebirth,
and we find ourselves at Kapralova’s time, her moment. Now that modernism
is appropriately identified, not as the only artistic approach, but rather as a
powerful and significant movement sharing the stage with other vital artistic
movements, Kapralova and many of her contemporaries can be rescued from
something like oblivion. Now that there is a genuine passion for looking at
women composers, and evaluating them freshly with many different artistic
lenses, Kapralova can spring into focus in ways we had not considered. Now
that technologies allow us to send sound bites across our artistic universe,
her aesthetic story can be told quickly and powerfully, and her legacy can be
made available to broader and newer audiences. At a time when many feel
that the world was robbed of a brilliant generation through death, displace-
ment, and exile, Kapralova can be part of attempts, taking place throughout
North America and Europe, to devote renewed attention to those figures and
the places where they lived and died.

The volume you are about to read is the first scholarly effort in English
attempting to put the puzzle of Kapralova together in a coherent form. All his-
torical figures are puzzles. There is no right way to bring history to life, and
certainly no correct method for introducing the wonders of a musical work.
But this book represents the collective thought of the most serious scholars
who have devoted themselves to studying Kapralova and her work, and sets
a high standard for those to follow.

A final word about nation, nationality, and nationalism. Rightly, nation-
alism has gotten something of a bad rap. The irrational formulations and
the actions resulting from toxic “groupthink” have created havoc in places
from Bosnia to Bergen Belsen and from Darfur to Rwanda. Continually we
find that the effort to create the category of “us” directs negative energies
towards “them,” whoever they might be. But that is not the entire story. To
put it bluntly, if there is a group of Albanians stranded on an island, who is
going to get them if not the Albanians? And if there is a seventeenth-century
poet-composer who set Czech texts, like Adam Michna, it is unlikely that
Icelandic scholars will swoop into action. Rather it is Czechs who will seek to
rehabilitate that composer, often as a matter of Czech pride. So if Kapralova
is to be reinvented as a composer for our time, it will be scholars concentrat-
ing on Czech musical culture who will lead the way. The hope, of course, is
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that one day soon, the buttresses of nation—and gender—will fall away and
quickly too, so that such figures as Kapralova will be recognized without their
modifiers, as simply fascinating and valuable creative forces. Then, of course,
the modifiers can be reintroduced or not, without undermining the power and
individuality of the artist.

Michael Beckerman
New Rochelle, New York
October 14, 2010






Introduction

Vitézslava Kapralova:
A Biographical Sketch

Karla Hartl

Although the first twenty-five years of a composer’s life are usually spent
in creative development, some very young artists have produced remarkably
mature music that is refined in form and technique.* Vitézslava Kapralova
represents such an artist. A highly accomplished musician who came to be re-
garded as one of the most promising composers of her generation, Kapralova
was also a trailblazer for women. She was the first woman to pursue a double
major of conducting and composition at the Brmo Conservatory, the first
woman to receive the prestigious Smetana Award for composition, the first
woman to conduct the Czech Philharmonic, and one of the first women to
lead the BBC Symphony Orchestra.! Despite the fact that her life was cut
tragically short at twenty-five, Kapralova composed over fifty works in a
variety of genres—many of them substantial compositions of lasting value.

Vitézslava Kapralova was born on January 24, 1915, in Brno, the regional
capital of Moravia then still part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. She was
an only child who grew up in a musical family. Her mother, Vitézslava
Kapralova, née Uhlitova, was a voice teacher; her father, Vaclav Kapral,
was a composer, pianist, writer, and teacher who had studied with Janacek.
Kaprélova started composing at the age of nine, under the guidance of her
father. At fifteen, she was admitted into the Brno Conservatory where she
studied composition with Vilém Petrzelka and conducting with Vilém Stein-
man and Zden€k Chalabala. Her choice of the two entirely male-dominated
disciplines at first met with disapproval by her father, who doubted that a
woman would be able to assert herself in these professions and wanted to
spare her the disappointment. He also hoped that she would follow his advice
and become a piano teacher, eventually taking over his private music school.
He did believe in her talent, however, and became a strong supporter and
dedicated promoter of her music.
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In June 1935, Kapralova graduated from the Brno Conservatory with a
piano concerto that she herself conducted at its Brno premiere.? It was her
first public appearance as conductor and she made quite an impression upon
the local audience.® After graduation, she spent the summer at her family’s
country retreat in the village of Tti Studnég, where she sketched her only string
quartet, an ingenious work that “blends something of the spirit of Janacek’s
Intimate Letters with a free chromaticism reminiscent of Berg’s op. 3.”* In the
fall Kapralova moved to Prague, where she hoped to advance her technical
skills at the Prague Conservatory. She was accepted into the master classes of
the composer Vitézslav Novak and the conductor Vaclav Talich, the foremost
personalities of Prague’s musical life, and her music was soon heard at the
concerts of two important societies of contemporary music in Prague in the
1930s: Pritomnost (Presence) and Umeélecka beseda (Artistic forum). During
her studies in Prague, Kapralova wrote some of her most memorable works,
including the Dubnova preludia, op. 13 (April preludes, 1937), and the art
songs Navzdy, op. 12 (Forever, 1936-1937) and Shohem a Sdatecek, op. 14
(Waving farewell, 1937).

In June 1937, Kapralova graduated from the Prague Conservatory with a
composition for large orchestra, Vojenskd symfonieta, op. 11 (Military Sinfo-
nietta, 1936—-1937). Composed at a time of political unrest in her homeland, it
was chosen by the National Women’s Council to be premiered at their annual
gala concert in the presence of Edvard Benes, president of the Czechoslovak
Republic, to whom the work was dedicated. Kapralova explained in her pro-
gram notes that in the sinfonietta she “used the language of music to express
her emotional relationship toward the questions of national existence, a sub-
ject permeating the consciousness of the nation at the time. The composition
does not represent a battle cry, but it depicts the psychological need to defend
that which is most sacred to the nation.”” The premiere took place at Lucerna
Hall in Prague on November 26, 1937. The orchestra was the Czech Philhar-
monic, the conductor—Kapralova. Witnesses recalled how highly unusual it
was for the Czech Philharmonic to perform under the baton of such a young
conductor, especially when that conductor happened to be a woman, but “her
energetic gestures, which no member of this distinguished orchestra would
expect from a woman, and her professionalism were persuasive arguments
even for such experienced players. After the first few measures of the score,
she won over the hundred-piece orchestra completely.”®

In October 1937, a month before the premiere of her sinfonietta, Kapralova
moved to Paris to study conducting with Charles Munch at the Ecole normale
de musique. She originally planned to study with Felix Weingartner in Vi-
enna, but after meeting with Bohuslav Martintl during his short visit to Prague
from Paris in the spring of 1937, she decided instead to seek a government
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scholarship to study in France. Kapralovd must have made a deep impression
on Martindi when they first met on April 8, 1937, for he did not hesitate to
propose that she study composition privately with him. Kapralova valued
Martin®i’s music, which by then was being performed frequently in Prague
and Brno, and was intrigued by the idea. After arriving in Paris, she accepted
his offer, partly also out of necessity because at that time her French was
inadequate for the composition class taught by Boulanger (with Munch, she
communicated in German).

Paris broadened Kapralova’s intellectual horizons. The city’s musical life
in general and the concerts of the Societé de musique contemporaine (“Le
Triton”) in particular were immensely important for her artistic development.
Here she heard the latest works of Bartdk, Stravinsky, Schoenberg, Proko-
fiev, Milhaud, Honegger, and Martinii, and later also saw her own works
performed. She was particularly attracted to Stravinsky’s music, and her Suita
rustica, op. 19 (Rustic suite, 1938), a large orchestral work commissioned by
Universal Edition (London), pays hommage to Petrushka. Of course, among
the new impulses and influences that helped Kapralova to further develop
her voice was the music of Bohuslav Martind. Their initial master—pupil
relationship gradually changed into one between two colleagues, although
Martint still played the role of mentor to his younger compatriot. The two
composers spent hours discussing and arguing over the tenets of composition,
and Kapralova’s remarkable Partita, op. 20 for piano and string orchestra
(1938-1939), which represents an entirely new direction in her creative out-
put, can be considered a direct result of those discussions.’

Kapralova’s charismatic personality, beauty, and immense passion for life
inspired the aging MartinQ. His Tre ricercari, the intimate String Quartet No.
5, and the powerful Double Concerto, all composed in 1938, reflect some
of the strong emotions stirred in him by Kapralova.® He also admired her
music, and did not hesitate to open important doors for her. In May 1938, he
recommended to one of his publishers, Michel Dillard of La Siréne éditions
musicales, to accept for publication Kapralova’s Variations sur le carillon
de 1’église Saint-Etienne du Mont, op. 16—a work for piano solo that she
had completed several months earlier. Although Kapralova was not new to
publishing, since by then several of her works had already been printed in
Czechoslovakia, this was her first international recognition. Martinti also had
faith in her abilities as a conductor—so much so that he asked her to conduct
a performance of his Harpsichord Concerto in Paris, on June 2, 1938, with
Marcelle de Lacour as soloist.

Two weeks after this engagement Kapralova arrived in London for the
1938 ISCM Festival as one of the four finalists® selected by the festival’s
international jury to represent contemporary Czech music. She opened the
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festival by conducting her Vojenskd symfonieta at Queen’s Hall on June 17.
Her performance drew much attention, and it was with enormous pride in
the achievements of his twenty-three-year old protégé that Martinii wrote the
following in his review of the festival for the daily newspaper Lidové noviny:

The very first item on the program of the ISCM Festival was Vojenskd sym-
fonieta by Vitézslava Kapralova—an opening with great promise for both
the festival and the composer. Her performance was awaited with interest
as well as some curiosity—a young woman with a baton is quite an unusual
phenomenon—and when our “little girl conductor” (as the English news-
papers called her) appeared before the orchestra, she was welcomed by a
supportive audience. She stood before the orchestra with great courage, and
both her composition and performance earned her respect and applause from
the excellent BBC Orchestra, the audience, and the critics. . . . Vitézslava
Kapréalova’s international debut is a success, promising and encouraging.'

After two such eventful semesters abroad, Kapralova was eager to return
home for the summer holidays. Martinti had left Paris a day earlier, head-
ing for Prague and his hometown of Poli¢ka, later joining Kapralova in Tti
Studné for a few weeks that brought him much happiness. Martinli could not
know, when he returned to Paris on August 1, 1938, that this was to be his
last visit to his homeland. Kapralova had intended to follow him in the fall,
but her request for the renewal of her scholarship was unexpectedly denied,
and it took a vigorous letter-writing campaign by Kapralova’s supporters, led
by Martint, before she was granted her stipend.!!

When Kapralova finally returned to Paris in January 1939, the world that
she knew was already disintegrating. In February, she composed a melodrama
and a piece for violin and piano, both to commemorate the life and work of the
writer Karel Capek, whose passing on Christmas Day had been mourned by the
whole Czech nation. A month later, on March 15, German soldiers marched in
the streets of Prague. Three days after the forceful annexation of her country, an
emotionally exhausted Kapralova began working on her Concertino, op. 21 for
violin, clarinet, and orchestra. She wrote to her parents, “I’ve started something
new, but I am not sure what it is,”'? and she explained:

Well, it is for two solo instruments and orchestra, if only I knew what the other
instrument was. One must be violin but the other—oboe? clarinet? trumpet?
This will be a large work with a very explosive character. Now, after about forty
measures, I stopped to think things over. I have been writing it most likely for
clarinet, but what a strange combination (?) It is cold here like in Siberia but not
colder than in my heart."”
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It was only a year earlier that Kapralova had written to her mother that “all
and everything is all right!”'* She went on:

Are you whining about nighttime following the daylight? About rain that comes
after sunshine? Are you complaining that there are ugly things in life? Why
are you so discontent with people? There will never be only good people in
the world had there been ten Jesus Christs—because what you call “ugly” was,
after all, given to us by the Creator. And it is meant to be like that! The entire
world is based on one simple but rather marvelous principle: plus and minus,
the good and the bad. That is the balance. So why should it be taken away from
people? There have always been and always will be extremes that sometimes
allow evil to win, for a while at least. . . . What remains to be done is to look
for the good with an open mind and eyes and to become stronger through our
struggle with evil. To enjoy simple, little things, to keep singing and smiling as
long as we can."

This time, she only scribbled the following two references before the last
two measures of the autograph sketch of her concertino: Psalm 57 and Job
30:26 (“Yet when I hoped for good, evil came; when I looked for light,
then came darkness”). The dark, despairing concertino contrasts sharply
with the energetic sinfonietta composed only two years earlier and so full
of youthful optimism.

Separated by war from her loved ones, Kapralovd was now relying on
Martinti for all of her emotional support. The two began planning their future
together, as far from vulnerable Europe as possible. Both started yet another
letter-writing campaign, this time to Martinil’s friends and contacts in the
United States, where they hoped to temporarily relocate. Kapralova applied
for a Juilliard School scholarship (it is unclear whether her application was
ever received, let alone processed), while Martind worked on a plan that in-
volved a visiting artist position with Osvobozené divadlo (The Liberated The-
ater) of Voskovec and Werich, now in exile in New York, where Kapralova
was to replace the ailing conductor and composer Jaroslav Jezek. But nothing
came of the plans; Martinii was unable to make up his mind and leave his
wife, and Kapralova spent the summer alone in Augerville-la-Riviere.

After returning to Paris in September she spent a couple of weeks with the
Martints in their home at Vieux Moulin, bringing with her a friend she met a
few months earlier among the young Czech students in Paris. This friend was
to be her future husband, Jifi Mucha.'®

That fall, Paris began preparing for war. Kapralova now lived with Mu-
cha and a few mutual friends in a sort of bohemian commune in the city’s
Quartier Latin. Mucha worked for the weekly Ceskoslovensky boj, an official
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publication for Czechs and Slovaks in exile, for which Kapralovd wrote
concert reviews and commentaries on various musical subjects. He was also
involved in a regular radio broadcast to occupied Czechoslovakia, in which
he later found an opportunity for Kapralova.!” On Christmas Day of 1939
Kapréalova wrote to her parents:

My dearest Mom and Dad, I am writing to you right after Christmas Eve. Have
you listened to my small present for you, my Prélude de Noél, which was broad-
cast on Sunday at 11:00 o’clock, your time? I could not let you know ahead of
time because it was only on Tuesday when Jirka [JiFi Mucha] came home and
told me: “By tomorrow morning, I need from you a small orchestral work for
Christmas, and you will be conducting it on the Radio. Hurry up!” I set myself
to the task with a sour-looking face, and whined why he had not told me earlier
and that it wasn’t going to be any good because I didn’t have enough time to
do a decent job etcetera, but by Wednesday morning it was finished, written as
an orchestral score, so that’s why I can’t send you a sketch because it doesn’t
exist. It was recorded on Friday. . . . They liked my performance and the music
too—as a result, [ have a contract with the Radio for half an hour every month.
It is a smart little thing, and everybody around here has been whistling its tune.'®

The year 1940, Kapralova’s last, began promisingly with the great suc-
cess of her Dubnovd preludia, performed by Rudolf Firku$ny at a concert of
the Societé¢ de musique contemporaine in Paris on January 28. That winter
and spring Kapralova worked on several commissions, including incidental
music on which she collaborated with Martinti. By March, Mucha was no
longer in Paris. Like many other young Czechs in exile, he had volunteered
for army service in Agde, southern France. As Kapralovd was growing rest-
less in Paris, he returned in April for a few days. They married on April 23.
Five days after her wedding, Kapralova composed a song, Dopis (Letter),
possibly an assignment for Nadia Boulanger.”” The words of the poem by
Petr Kticka, written as a letter from a man to his lover who has just rejected
him, are paraphrased in Kapralova’s French translation written on the back
of the song manuscript:

Un jeune homme répond a son amour: Vous m’avez écrit “non,” soit! Le des-
tin nous a séparé, je ’ai regretté, mais je vois que vous étes heureuse et c’est
pourquoi je suis heureux. Je ne veux pas dire qui est coupable et qui perd plus.
Autresfois il y avait deux chemins, aujourd’hui il n’y en a qu’un seul. Enfin,
peut-étre tu reviendras, parce que Dieu est un grand artiste et personne ne con-
nait ses projets.?’
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Perhaps Dopis was meant to be Kapralova’s farewell to her relationship with
Martinti and provided the closure she needed in order to move on with her
life; yet, the poem itself is ambiguous in nature.

In early May, around the same time Kapralovd was finishing her last
work—Deux ritournelles pour violoncelle et piano, op. 25—she suffered the
first symptoms of the illness that was to kill her.?! On May 9, she was briefly
hospitalized in Vaugirard Hospital; on May 20, she was evacuated from Paris
to a university hospital in Montpellier; and on June 16, 1940—the day France
fell—Kapralova died, at the age of twenty-five.

In 1946, the Czech Academy of Sciences and Arts, the foremost scholarly
institution in Czechoslovakia, acknowledged Kapralova’s distinct contribu-
tion to Czech music by awarding her a membership in memoriam. She was
one of only ten women out of more than 640 domestic members elected to
the Academy since its inception in 1890, and the only woman musician.?? In
1947, Martini was asked to contribute to a small volume of reminiscences
about Kapralova. He wrote:

The loss to our music is greater than we might think. I know it, because I was
there when she was transforming into an artist. . . . I was not her teacher, just a
mentor . . . and I can say that only rarely have I had the opportunity to encounter
such a genuine talent and such confidence in the task she wanted to and was
to accomplish. . . . It was a pleasure to argue about musical problems with her.
Actually, I was learning along with her, and it was a joy as well as an experience
to see the fight between the soul and the material again. . . . Only rarely have
I met someone with such a sharp sense for envisioning a work before it was
written down. If you find someone who . . . actually fully understands how the
parts of the whole relate to each other, whose primary interest is in the whole,
then you can say that you have encountered a first-class artist—and that was the
very case with Vitulka. . . . Only one question has never left my mind and my
memories. Why had Destiny given her so much energy, so many precious gifts,
and yet denied her the opportunity to realize her full potential? This question, I
think, will forever remain unanswered.

Martinti’s lament, in which we also sense the grief over a deeply personal
loss, ends his reminiscence written for Prazak’s collection. It could also be
a fitting end to this brief exploration of the composer’s life, were it not for
the substantial legacy that Kapralova did leave behind. Her music displays
originality and a mastery of form and contemporary musical language, and
sounds as bold and fresh today as it did during Kapralova’s lifetime, inspiring
a new generation of performers and listeners.
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NOTES

*First published in a slightly different form as “In Search of a Voice: The Story of
Vitézslava Kapralova,” Journal of the International Alliance for Women in Music 9,
no. 2 (2003): 1-6. Reprinted by permission.

1. Prior to Kapréalova, only a few women conducted the BBC orchestras, includ-
ing Dame Ethel Smyth, Nadia Boulanger, Joan Bickers, Eve Kisch, and Iris Lemair.

2. Piano Concerto in D Minor, op. 7 (1934-1935). It was only the concerto’s
first movement that was performed at the graduation concert on June 17, 1935. The
complete work was premiered by the Radiojournal Orchestra in Brno under the baton
of Kapralova during the Brno Radio broadcast on October 15, 1936. Among other
works that Kapralova composed at the Conservatory, two in particular are worth
mentioning: Sonata appassionata, op. 6 (1933)—Kapralova’s first major work for
solo piano—and her art song Leden (January), scored for soprano, flute, two violins,
violoncello, and piano (1933). For an analysis of the sonata, see “Kapralova’s Piano
Works” by Erik Entwistle, in this Companion.

3. Jifi Macek, Vitézslava Kaprdlova (Prague: Svaz €s. skladatelt, 1958), 52-53.

4. Calum MacDonald, “Kapralova,” Tempo, no. 214 (October 2000): 60.

5. Trans. Lida Hatrick. For the Czech original, see my text “Vitézslava Kapralova:
An Annotated Catalog of Works,” in this Companion.

6. “Energické gesto, které u Zeny nikdo z ¢lent slavného orchestru necekal, a
potom znalost femesla, to byly argumenty, které platily i na tyto zkuSené hrace. Po
nekolika taktech byl stoclenny orchestr jeji.” Macek, Vitézslava Kapralova, 134.

7. For a detailed analysis see “Sinfonietta, Partita, Suita: Kapralova’s Orchestral
Works” by Judith Mabary, in this Companion.

8. In his letter dated February 25, 1958, Martint admitted to his first biographer,
Milo§ Safranek: “[Tlhe Double Concerto [has], of course, a very private character,
but only I know about that and all other conjectures are only [smoke]screen[s].” Milo§
Safranek, Bohuslav Martimi: His Life and Works (London: Allan Wingate, 1962), 184.

9. The other three were Viktor Ullmann, I8a Krejé¢i, and FrantiSek Bartos.

10. “Hned na prvnim Ccisle festivalovych koncerti Vojenska symfonietta od
V. Kapralové, zahajeni velmi slibné jak pro festival, tak i pro V. Kapralovou. Jeji
dirigentské vystoupeni bylo ocekavano s urcitou zvédavosti i zajmem, dévce u diri-
gentského pultu je zjev dosti vyjimeény a kdyz nés ‘little girl conducteur,” [sic] jak
ji oznamovaly anglické noviny, se objevil u pultu, byl pfijat se zfejmou sympatii. A
V. Kapralova se postavila k pultu s velkou odvahou a ziskala si jak svou skladbou,
tak i dirigentskym vykonem nejen vynikajici orchestr BBC, ktery ji pti zkouskach
srdecné aklamoval, ale dobyla rovnéZ plného Gspéchu i u zastupct tisku a obecenstva,
které neSetfilo potleskem a uzndnim. . . . V. Kapralova miiZze zaznamenati svlij prvni
svétovy uspéch, slibny a povzbuzujici.” Bohuslav Martind, “Mezinarodni festival v
Londyné,” Lidové noviny, June 28, 1938, 7.

11. For more on this campaign, see Alan Houtchens, “Love’s Labour’s Lost:
Martint, Kapralova and Hitler,” Kapralova Society Journal 3, no. 1 (2005): 1-4.
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