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  Preface


  At long last, one of Dvořák’s operas is receiving the attention he had hoped for. I remember my teacher of collaborative piano, Martin Katz, assigning me to play Rusalka’s “Song to the Moon” in our vocal literature class in the 1980s when I was a masters student at the University of Michigan. At that time, the aria was a relative rarity. The singer in our class performed it in English, and its beauty was a revelation for all of us. Since Renée Fleming brought her interpretation of the aria and the role of Rusalka to the attention of the world in the 1990s, “Song to the Moon” has become a standard audition and recital aria for most lyric sopranos, in its original Czech, and Rusalka is now firmly a part of the international operatic repertoire. However ideal her portrayal and beautiful her voice, even Renée Fleming, or Gabriela Beňačková, or anyone else cannot be solely responsible for sustaining the appeal of Rusalka at the level it now enjoys, though—the music was written by a phenomenal, inspired composer at the height of his powers, with nine other operas to his credit (he would write one more!), setting a truly great libretto by Jaroslav Kvapil that is rich in lyrical beauty, psychological depth, and contrast.


  With the ever-growing popularity of Rusalka, over the last several years I have received requests for this book from stage directors, conductors, and singers. The main part of my book—the translations and IPA—has been tested and refined in a Czech production led by Kim Wannat at the Canadian summer program Opera Nuova, in Edmonton, Alberta, where I was invited to coach in 2011. Having studied part two of my book and most of the chapter on Czech inflection, the outstanding young singers arrived well prepared for coachings, and performed beautifully and convincingly. I had also coached the entire opera, in Czech, at the Israel Vocal Arts Institute, Tel Aviv, in 1995, with both professional and student singers. One singer there, Larisa Tetujev, sang Rusalka and went on to reprise the role for a new production at the Prague National Theatre in 1998. At the University of Michigan, I have coached the opening scene with the Wood Sprites, Vodník, and Rusalka many times in opera workshop with stage director Joshua Major, and have coached the entire roles of Rusalka and Vodnik with young singers. My first exposure to the opera was at the Prague National Theatre in February 1995. Since then, I am still in awe that a human being could have written this great work, and I am always discovering new beauty in it. Of course, “Song to the Moon” is a constant request for coachings and performances, and I shall never grow tired of this beautiful aria!


  In the process of writing my books on Janáček’s Příhody lišky Bystroušky, The Cunning Little Vixen; and Kát’a Kabanová, they became more than translations and IPA, and were received by reviewers as performance guides. Therefore, I decided to approach my next book on Smetana’s Prodaná nevěsta, The Bartered Bride as a basic performance guide—not daring to presume to give definitive stylistic niceties (we luckily have a wide array of excellent recordings of great artists to get a feel for the Czech spirit and style of this work)—but rather to give information, my own observations, practical suggestions, and possibilities. This approach was well received, so I am continuing it with Rusalka. Unlike my book on The Bartered Bride, I have not chosen to give a detailed history of performances, but rather a general one instead, as others have already done this, including David Beveridge, Barbara Renton, and others. Besides, Rusalka in the United States did not have its first professional staging until 1975, in San Diego; did not appear at the Vienna State Opera until 1987; and did not grace the Met stage until 1993. Many listeners wonder why this masterpiece of 1900, so beloved in its home country, had to wait so long to gain an appreciative audience outside its borders. I will attempt to explain why Rusalka had to wait so long for this recognition. With the opera’s unquestioning current adulation, this hardly matters now, but this is usually a question that everyone asks. In so doing, many have sought to find flaws, or rather to invent flaws that justify the neglect, and that perception has sometimes influenced directors’ and conductors’ choices when performing the work. Also, I will take the opportunity to advocate for productions that best probe the many layers inherent in Rusalka, productions that tell the story clearly, and that highlight relationships and character development in the most clear and believable ways. For this book, language, of course, is the main focus, and in Rusalka we hear right away how the bright vowels and legato of Czech connect so immediately with Dvořák’s great lyricism. We can now appreciate the expressive, lyrical quality of Kvapil’s libretto, as well, and delve into the wealth of his inspired words.


  I use the designation “Czech lands” to refer to the area that became Czechoslovakia, and later the Czech Republic. I usually use the name “National Theatre” instead of the Czech name “Národní divadlo,” and the spelling “theateť’ unless “theatre” is the specific preferred spelling for a proper noun. For the characters, I usually refer to them with their English translations. Exceptions are usually Rusalka, Vodník, and Ježibaba. They are such distinctive character names that people recognize in this opera now more than Water Nymph, Water Sprite, and Witch. Besides, there are several translations of witch in Czech— čarodějnice, ježibaba, and kouzelnice; and Vodník is often translated as Water Goblin, also correct. This is all discussed in “Characters.” I have divided each of the acts into five scenes. Finally, translations of non-English sources are my own, unless noted.
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