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The Creation and Idea of a “Czech National Opera”:
The Image-building of “Czechness”

in the Comic Opera Prodaná Nevěsta (The Bartered Bride) by B. Smetana

Hisako NAITO

This paper aims to explore the essence of “Czechness” in Czech national opera during the latter 

half of the 19th Century, which will be revealed as a hypothesis (supposition). The conception 

of a national opera is quite intricate and nuanced, as it showcases the national consciousness 

of a citizenry through a variety of aspects; it is extremely complicated to tender a common 

definition of the term that would consistently apply to every nationality. Consequently a 

definition might be captured more adequately by framing a variety of hypotheses of national 

opera. Thus, with reference to such hypotheses, definitive operatic works could be recognized 

and praised as representing reliable national opera. 

Bedřich Smetana (1824–84), the father of the Czech National School, attempted to 

establish an ideal for Czech modern opera, which did not depend upon his conscious folksong 

quotations. Particularly in his masterpiece, Prodaná Nevěsta (The Bartered Bride) (original 

version 1863–66, 1st revision 1868–69, 2nd rev. 1869, definitive version 1870), a pivotal 

shift can be perceived to the portrayal of a national operatic genre based on a symbolic code, 

suggested by the concrete ingredient of “realistic rural life” and not through the quotation or 

imitation of the idiom of abstract “folklorism” such as the “ohlas (echo)” of folk music. 

This drives us to question which qualities the nationalist composer Smetana deemed 

the most important for building an image of “Czechness” in his music, and how concretely 

he depicted the essence of “rustic life” in the Czech national opera of the new era, by making 

full use of visual folk cultures, as well as various folk-music elements derived from Bohemian 

provinces. Thus, Smetana’s remarkable expressions for defining Czech national music are 

shown as follows: 1) the fresh composition of an authentic Czech melody, in addition to the 

use of the “ohlas (echo)” of folksongs, or only one direct quotation of the folk dance furiant; 2) 

the essentially dance-based structure of Smetana’s own melodic curves and rhythms, similar to 

Czech folk music; 3) a Czech declamation of the “trochees and dactyls,” as word-settings; 3-1) 

the singing of the trochaic spoken dialogue; and 4) the emotional representation of the Czech 

people, through the festival depiction. In sum, Smetana expressed his own definitive ideal of 

Czech national opera in the comic opera Prodaná Nevěsta, with its realistic representation of 

“rustic life,” and the special emphasis on its naïve and cheerful qualities.


