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At the end of the 19 century the Czech nation was a part of the multnal Austro-
Hungarian monarchy. After a difficult process oftiomaal revival, which took almost the
whole of the 19 century, the Czechs started to catch up with thercEuropean nations in
the field of literature, art and science. It wae tlational Theatre in Prague that became a
symbol of maturity of the young Czech society amdop of its recently attained cultural
standard. The funds necessary for its construatiere collected from the contributions of
thousands of ordinary people and literally theremiation kept watch over them. In 1883 the
National Theatre building was finally completed. thiat time a number of original Czech
dramas and operas were created, which were intaxitgte base of its repertoire.

Jaroslav Vrchlicky, who is known mainly as a priclipoet? also wrote approximately thirty
dramas for the National Theatre. Among the mostomamt is theHippodamiatrilogy, a
melodrama in which the spoken word is accompanjedrbhestral music composed for this
purpose by Zdeik Fibich. Both artists created a work of art thas mlemained a world-wide
rarity to the present.

Zdertk Fibich® was an admirer of German composer Richard Wagnerhis concept of
Hippodamiawas influenced by Wagner's theory of Gesamtkundtw@&he music Fibich
composed foHippodamiais more than a musical coulisse. He wanted theiararsd the
dramatic text to be linked as closely as possiloiehis view, the poetic component of the
melodrama had to be equally important to the musi@anponent. In comparison with opera,
melodrama allows the spoken text to be understoelll Whe actor in a melodrama must
respect the rhythm of music in declamation but kaficient freedom in his dramatic
expressiort.

The idea to create a national music drama, whiclildveepresent new Czech art, was
promoted previously by Otakar Hostinsky, an aestis¢tand Fibich’'s friend. In 1885 he
informed the Czech cultural community of the gesfrenelodrama and its histofyHowever,

even he was sceptical concerning the possibilitywvtde and stage a full-length scenic

! A condensed version of this paper was presentdweat® Annual Postgraduate Symposium, Oxford, 26-27
June 2002The Meeting of Cultures in Modern Performances ek Theatreorganised by the Archive of
Performances of Greek and Roman Drama, Univer§i@xford, and the Department of Drama and Theatre,
Royal Holloway, University of London).

2 Jaroslav Vrchlicky (1853-1912) — an important p@éywright and translator, the main represengatif/
Neoromantic and Parnassian poetry in Czech litezatfithe 2° half of the 18 century, a predecessor of the
Decadent and Symbolist generation. As a transketantroduced into Czech literature not only impattworks
of European literature (DantBjvina commediaTassoGerusalemme liberatatc.) but mainly modern
European poetry. His anthologies of French, Itatind English poetry had a considerable influenchisn
contemporaries.

% zderek Fibich (1850-1900) — Czech music composer, orta@founders (together with B. Smetana and A.
Dvorak) of Czech national music of th& 2alf of the 18' century, promoter of programme music.

* The synthesis of spoken word and music was useddyl in Greek tragedy. However, it was French
philosopher and musician Jean-Jacques Rousseainwdided melodrama for modern European culturghét
end of the 18 century, the genre of melodrama became famouksharCzech music composefi Antonin
Benda. He lived and worked mainly in Germany andte&gmelodramas based on ancient stoMedgaand
Ariadne at Naxos Fibich, one of the most educated Czech comppsas well acquainted with his work.

® 0. HostinskyO melodramatjOn melodrama], Lumir 13, 1885, pp. 55-57, 71-74.



melodrama. In spite of this scepticism, Fibich afrdhlicky wrote three full-length plays,
which together formed thidippodamiatrilogy. The premiere of the first paithe Courtship

of Pelopg(1890¥, was a great success, which surprised everybceljieRers agreed that this
mixture of poetry and music was not only acceptanld understandable but that the music
component even amplified the effect of the poetid.tit was Fibich’s music that made the
drama moving and impressive. The view of the draamixt itself differed depending on
whether the reviewer belonged among the suppodiefdeoromantic drama or among the
promoters of new realistic tendencies. Cf. Ladeckine need not prove that the role of
tragedy has ended, or that it is in its final mioagonies. The writer himself has confessed the
utter defeat of tragedy as a genre as he doesadtietvé that the words themselves could
excite anybody. Tragedy cannot walk due to detudpi— let us give it a crutch, music, and
it might hobble a few more year§.In contrast, Novotny writes: “Classical beauty and
monumental, breathtaking poetry radiate from threeirama; however, the work does not
create the impression of a frosty imitation. It wisdhe strength of a modern dramatic spirit, a
weddingg with antiquity in a beautiful manner thahcscarcely be found among contemporary
poets.

Hippodamiaalso received international recognition. In 1892 Wational Theatre took part in
the world theatre exhibition in Vienna wherfgppodamia together with Smetanal3alibor
andThe Bartered Briderepresented new Czech culture with a great sacces

*k%k

The play is also remarkable for its interpretatioh the ancient myth of Pelops and
Hippodamia. This myth exists in several versionsvArsions agree that Oenomaus, the ruler
of Pisae, refused to marry his daughter to any amhkilled every suitor after defeating him
in a chariot race. Pelops, the son of Tantalus, therrace and Hippodamia became his wife.
However, tradition differs in the opinion as to tbause of Pelops’ victory. According to
Hyginus Eabulae 84), Pelops bribed the charioteer Myrtilus to remohe linchpins from
Oenomaus’ chariot. Due to this trick, Pelops woa thce and then murdered Myrtilus as a
witness of his guilt. Before dying, both Oenomand Myrtilus laid curses upon Pelops and
his descendants. Pausani&egcription of GreeceVlll, 14) says that Myrtilus was not
rewarded with gold but by the promise of a nighttmdlippodamia. According to Apollodoros
(Library 11, 3-9) it was Hippodamia herself who convincegriilus to assist her in killing her
father. Pindar presents a different version, manedrable to PelopsOlympian Oded):
Pelops obtained winged horses from Poseidon, wiegbed him to win the race.

The myth of Pelops and Hippodamia was widespreadbissical literature and art; hence the
wide variance of the myth. The scene depicting thieimg a chariot was a frequent motif of
ancient vase paintingsThe famous sculptures on the east pediment diethele of Zeus (c.
460 BC) in Olympia depicted the heroes a few momédatfore the start of the race. Five
centuries later Ovid refers to Hippodamia in higel@legy without evaluating or commenting
the moral background of the race: the poet andolis watch the games in a circus and the
allusion of Pelops’ race figures as the love motif:

® The Courtship of PelopgNamluvy Pelopovy) was premiered on February 3901 The Atonement of Tantalus
(Smir Tantalv) on June 2, 189Hippodamia’s Deati{Smrt Hippodamie) on November 8, 1891.

"J. Ladeckyref. Namluvy Pelopovy eské Thalia 1890, pp. 79-80.

8N. (= V. J. Novotny)ref. Namluvy PelopovyHlas naroda 189@, 50, 20. 1., p. 1.

° Cf. Lexicon iconographicum mythologiae classidgeArtemis Verlag, Ziirich und Miinchen 1990, pp443
440.



“O, happy driver, whoe’er he be, that wins yourdas [...] Be that fortune mine, and when my
coursers dash from the starting-chamber, with ésarheart will | tread the car and urge them on
[...]. Have | caught sight of you as | career, | wgilbp, and the reins, let go from my hands, will
drop. Yea, how near Pelops came to falling by Risaspear while looking on thy face,
Hippodamia! Yet he won, of course through the favafthis lady. May we owe our victories, all
of us, to the favour our loves?

In extant Greek tragedies dealing with the houseadps we do not find much about Pelops
and Hippodamia, while the life stories of their dmsdants are frequef®eschylus: The
Oresteia SophoclesElectra™ Euripides:Electra, Orestes, Iphigenia at Aulis, Iphigenia in
Tauris SenecaThyestes, Agamemnomhis is probably one of the reasons why the nofth
Pelops and Hippodamia fell into oblivion for mamgnturies. Moreover, the myth was not
included in Ovid’'sMetamorphoseshe main medieval source of Greek mythology. \easr
the story of Electra and Orestes is in favour bynyn&uropean authors and playwrights
starting in the 1% century (e.g. CrébillonEléctre Voltaire: Oreste Goethe:lphigenie auf
Tauris, Alfieri: Oreste Leconte de LisleLes ErinnyesSartre:.Les Mouches one can hardly
find any works concerning their ancestors, PelogsHippodamid?

The Hippodamiatrilogy is thus unique not only due to its meladedic form, but also
because it deals with a story which is an introdumcto the horrific crimes of Atreides but
which has been ignored by European literature forosat two thousand years. We do not
know why Vrchlicky chose this rather unknown mytbr fhis dramatic adaptation. It is
possible that articles in society magazines onaalogical excavations in Olympia (which
had started shortly before) had intrigued the mosttention? In any case the myth captivated
Vrchlicky and became one of his sources of insjpinafior several years.

*k%k

The first part of the trilogyThe Courtship of Pelopsyamluvy Pelopovy) shows the race
between Pelops and Oenomaus. The poet uses thivdgols version and lays the blame for
Oenomaus’ death upon Hippodamia: she hinted toiMgrtwho was in love with her, that
she desired Pelops to win (and, consequently, dtbeff to die), and Myrtilus prepared the
deception. After learning of Hippodamia’'s intriguBglops was terrified and he threw
Myrtilus into the sea in a fit of jealousy. This tse origin of a sequence of guilt and
damnation which will trouble the house of Pelops, &lso the beginning of the estrangement
of the newly-married couple. The estrangement gvéidually change into hatred, masked by
jealousy.

The second partThe Atonement of TantaluSmir Tantalv) is fully a fruit of the poet’'s
imagination. Hippodamia with Pelops enter the hoofls@antalus, she expels Pelops’ wife

19 0Ovid, Amoredlll, 2, 7-17. In: Ovid Heroides and Amoredranslated by G. Showerman. Harvard University
Press 1986.

! Sophocles related the beginning of the curse isrfaimily with Pelop’s ruse in the chariot race ane murder
of Myrtilus (Electra504-515).

12| have found only two operas, by A. Campra (17@&) by N. Jommelli (1755). Cf. Moormann, E. M., and
Uitterhoeve, W.Lexikon der Antiken Gestalten Mit ihrem FortlebarKunst, Dichtung und MusilStuttgart,
Alfred Kroner Verlag 1995.

13 Fr. Velissky:Nowjsi objevy na poli archeologie klasické — Ill. Olgim[Recent findings in the field of
classical archaeology — Olympia], @t 11, 1881, pp. 546-555, pp. 626-634, pp. 726-KB5FyrS: Nalezy

v Olympii[Findings in Olympia], Narodni listy 14. 3. 18%7,72, and M. Tyr§Yykopaniny v Olympii
[Excavation in Olympia], Narodni listy 24. 12. 18&gil. k ¢. 341. The authors of these articles also mentioned
the myth about Pelops and Hippodamia.



Axiocha and her barbarian wildness is confrontedThptalus’ blandness. Tantalus dies In
atonement after saving Chrysippos, the child ofop®land Axiocha, from the furious
Hippodamia. The torments of Tantalus are interprstenbolically as insupportable pangs of
conscience which Tantalus, haunted by the phantdrtiee Furies, has to sustain even during
his earthly life and not in the Underworld. If wenspare the repentance of Tantalus to similar
scenes in th®resteiaand Oedipus at Colonyswve can see that it has Christian rather than
Ancient features: his crime is atoned by an adbwé and compassion. Cf. monologue of the
dying Tantalus:

TANTALUS: Child of my son, Chrysippus | shall cglbu, atoner for my guilt{As he suddenly
collapses, Pelops catches him in his armfggnement, yes, sudden peace comes to my breast,
heav'n’s wrath is now appeased. — O thanks fomayl,son! The torment Niobe once augured for
me | have undergone on earth, where peace anajeydr fled my grasp as longed-for water and
sweet fruit evade the parched lips of the guiltyt Bow that | enter Hades, thronged with shades,
those savage hags that dogged my every step arebaoame pale, peaceful figures, sweetly
smiling, their serpent locks changed into lovelyfers. Something like music flows down to me
from the heights, gloom of a sudden fades to aglow, which brightens and grows bigger, like
the sun... Where'er | look is light — hail to all vem’s gods{He dies in Pelops’ arms?)

The third part Hippodamia’s DeathSmrt Hippodamie) is set twenty years later. Tl i3
very complicated: Atreus and Thyestes, the pemrislisons of Hippodamia and Pelops, appear
on the scene and following Hippodamia’s instructiothey murder their stepbrother
Chrysippos. The elderly, blind Myrtilus returns titke his revenge: he discloses the truth
about the chariot race between Pelops and Oenoamalsioreover, he sows in Pelops’ mind
seeds of doubt about Hippodamia’s faithfulness. dumaulation of crimes, mutual hatred and
impossibility of finding happiness in a life basaad fraud and patricide leads to Hippodamia’s
suicide and to her malediction of the whole family.

The trilogy has a highly sophisticated compositieach part is a closed unit but with an open
ending. The story culminates at the very end aedsthcide of Hippodamia is the only way
out of the labyrinth of guilt. The heroine takespensibility for the crimes committed and
arouses our compassion. However, the Aristotel@hassis is weakened by her malediction
and by her prediction of the future crimes of hesakndants. This ending is an impressive
memento since the contemporary, clasically educgtedtators were familiar with the further
gloomy fate of the house of Pelops.

The thoughtful composition of the trilogy and thepth of thought stand out when we
compare it to the original version Bippodamia’s Deattfrom 1883 It is not only the plot
but mainly the entire concept which make the twaypldiametrically different. The original
version from 1883 is about gradual revelation, dhmaost detective investigation of Pelops’
former offence against Hippodamia, while their nalitarime (the murder of Hippodamia’s
father) is cast aside. In contrast, the final \@rgieals with the consciousness of guilt and the
pangs of conscience, which are destroying the nchiaracters and their descendants.
Tantalus, the father of Pelops, contributes to ¢hise due to his long-term guilt. The blame

4 CD booklet toThe Atonement of Tantalugraha, Supraphon 1996, translated by Deryck Vipe§4.

15 Ct. D. Cadkova Ke genezi Vrchlického Hippodanii@n the Genesis of Vrchlicky’s Hippodamia], in:
Jaroslav Vrchlicky and Josef Hatkek (1853-2003). Sbornik ke 150. vdirnarozeni dvou protichdci (pamatce
prof. Alexandra Sticha)Jaroslav Vrchlicky and Josef Halkek (1853-2003). Collection of papers to the 150
Anniversary of two Antagonists (In Memory of Préfexander Stich)], Charles University in PragueQ20pp.
29-35. The original version was written in 1883 lilttas been never published nor staged. In thisiame both
Pelops and Hippodamia are guilty of the murder eh@maus. Twenty years later, Hippodamia learnsstiat
was the price Pelops paid Myrtilus. Myrtilus, dismd as Pelops, spent the first night after thaenvith her.



for Oenomaus’ death can not be ascribed to a sifiglg negative hero as in the original
version but is divided among several charactersh ks guilty in a different way: Myrtilus
committed the crime, Hippodamia wanted him to danitl Pelops was the cause of it. These
characters analyse their parts in the crime. Thgythe blame on somebody else at the
beginning, then try to justify themselves, and lfiynaccept it. The curse of the house of
Tantalus, its inclination to the evil and vain effo of certain characters to extricate
themselves from it, runs throughout the trilogy.isTlttoncept may be influenced by
contemporary Naturalism, which emphasised the ebleeredity in human life. Fate here is
not an abstract power destroying man from with@uinathe Greek tragedies but it is rooted
directly in him, in his predisposition, passionsl amstincts.

*k%k

Literary critics tend to class Vrchlicky among tRarnassians or Neoromantics. It is obvious,
however, that he was also influenced by other tecids of the period, though he often

criticised them. In the atmosphere of the end ef 18" century he could hardly avoid the

influence of contemporary psychology, Naturalisnd aarly Decadence. The character of
Hippodamia agrees in many aspects with a typicadihe of the fin de siecle, with a demonic

woman or a femme fatale. This woman, arousing aatroir and love in men on the one hand,
and fear and hatred on the other, frequently odouvarious forms in literature and art of this

period’® The dangerous and emancipated heroines of AugristiSerg and the sensual and
mysterious women in the paintings of Gustav MoreaiDante Gabriel Rosseti are typical

examples.

Among the various faces of Hippodamia we may findralependent Amazon in the first part

of the trilogy, a cruel ruler over the fates of@thin the second part, as well as an intriguer,
scheming against Chrysippos in the third part. $bene in which Hippodamia kisses the

bloody head of one of her decapitated suitors tfossssembles a scene in Oscar Wilde’'s
Salome written four years later (1893):

HIPPODAMIA: O wretched, woeful head, your russetlguwall stained with blood! Alas, you
might have won a better dowry in this world! Thgsdden locks, now dark with blood, like sunny
serpents might have wound round loving fingers gaene of love! Those lips, now leaden blue,
what wealth of honey’d kisses have bestowed, whss,kall vanished now! [...] Yet though
yourself can kiss no more, who shall deny your héiissedq{She kisses the headjhat ice and
frost assail me from those lips! That sodden haireddolent of death! And yet a wild affection
grips my heart. O, do but open, azure eyes — nally sank! [...] | freeze and shudder, death’s
bride that | am — ah, one more kiss, but one, had tve part forevetf

Salome was the most widespread manifestation diethene fatale in European literature and
art. Vrchlicky was well acquainted with contempgrditerature and undoubtedly knew
Mallarmé’s poemHérodiade (1871) or Flaubert's novdHérodias (1877,in Trois contek
After Moreau’s famous paintin§alomé dansant devant Hérogias exhibited in the Salon of
1876, Salome became a popular motif in art andabiee (cf. J.-K. Huysman#\ rebours

16 Cf. M. Dottin-Orsini:Cette femme qu'ils disent fatale. Textes et imagda misogynie fin-de-siéclParis, B.
Grasset 1993; B. Dijkstrées idoles de la perversité. Figures de la femrteddalans la culture fin de siécle
Paris, Seuil 1992.

7CD booklet toThe Courtship of Pelop®raha, Supraphon 1996, translated by Deryck Vipey5.



1884)i3|n the course of time this topos of femmtléa degraded into another form, the
vamp.

The first attempts to perform Greek drama on theczscene date back to 18&hi{igone,
Oedipus the King TheHippodamiatrilogy, which was created at around the same,tinas
regarded as an imitation of Greek tragedy. The &rsimilarity betweerHippodamiaand
Greek tragedy manifests itself in the form of thlegy and in citing fragments of the tragedy
Oenomausby Sophocles and Euripid&sin addition, the necromancy scene in the second
part of the trilogy (Pelops summons Oenomaus froenWnderworld) has a pattern The
OdysseyBook XI. On the other hand, the appearance of @ushcommenting upon the
chariot race and exorcising the Furies is rathen& and has mainly a decorative role.

The relationship with Greek tragedy is evoked @/ rusic of Fibich as well. At a time when
Greek culture was still an unattainable ideal amoMdedge of it was common, the melodrama
could be understood as a continuation of the Gtesdition of declamation with musical
accompaniment. This assumed link between the nmesloaliand classical antiquity seemed to
be confirmed by the ancient topics of the first oaehmas by Rousseau and Benda.

In writing Hippodamia Vrchlicky may have been influenced by alreadysg®g classical
drama adaptations. He was probably familiar Witle GolderFleecetrilogy of Grillparzer?
dealing with the conflict between two different s, the barbarian and the civilised. The
main idea oHippodamiais similar: it is a contrast between barbarism Hedenism or, in a
figurative sense, a contrast between the worldetitst passions on one hand and the world
of reason, order and morale on the other.

*k%k

The staging of this scenic melodrama is difficutice it places high demands on actors to be
gifted with a sense of music and intonation of¢peken word. Spectators, who are generally
less and less familiar with Greek mythology may éhahfficulty in following the plot and,
moreover, are supposed to pay attention to a @agnlg three long evenings. From the
beginning of the 20 century until the end of the 1970s the melodraraa performed in the
National Theatre of Prague almost continuouslyhwpitoductions of Ladislav Bohén the
60s and Karel Jernek in the 70s being the mostesstul (see the figures). It was also very
popular on the local scenes. Since the 1970s galpoty has been declining.

The last production in the National Theatre in 2@00ly the third part was staged) was a
failure (the play had a run of only five performasg To make the play more topical, the
director set it in the time of its origin ratherethin antiquity. Pelops and Hippodamia were
conceived as parvenus who gained power throughl fesua a base murder. The decision to
stage only the third part was unfortunate. The tspexs, who did not know the previous two
parts, had trouble understanding the plot. As meetl above, the trilogy has a complex
composition and the individual parts are mutuatigiconnected. If only the third part of the
trilogy is staged, the spectator is deprived of onignt meanings. The performance also

18 Note that Hippodamia also has certain features\afmp: ,| want to embrace you like a wild catha $iger,
suck with my kisses the very soul out from your W6¢dCD booklet toThe Atonement of Tantalu8raha,
Supraphon 1996, translated by Deryck Viney, p. 28)

¥Vrchlicky drew the reader’s attention to citatiafghese fragments in the editiontéippodamia.

20 Austrian playwright Franz Grillparzer (1791-18%23s known but deliberately ignored in Czech paitriot
circles for ideological reasons.



showed that the actors were no longer able to kanwlodramatic roles. By its nature,
melodrama is close to opera. It does not allow tarahacting style but it requires stylised
gesture, diction and pathos in the true senseeoivird.



