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Betty Fibichova, Alto in the Provisional and National Theatre

Markéta Koutna

Betty Fibichova was Fibich’s second wife and she became famous as an opera singer
in the Provisional and National Theatre in Prague (hereafter Narodni divadlo). She was
also a concerto singer, and she was a member of the organization of the first Czech girls’
secondary school, called Minerva.

Betty Fibichova (family name Barbora HanuSova) was born on 16 March 1846 in
Jilemnice. Until 1875 when she got married to Zden€k Fibich, she was known as Betty
HanuSova. The last performance with the name HanuSova was on 30 August 1875 in
the role of Javotte (Leo Delibes: Manon). For the first time she used Fibich’s surname
in the same role on 9 September 1875. Her father was a miller and baker and he had
three daughters (Betty was the second-born child). She started singing, and was taught
by Augustin Appé, director of the Academy of Vocal Art in Prague, until 1859. Betty
Fibichova began her singing career in the role of Nancy (Friedrich von Flotow: Martha)
at the Germany Theatre in Karlovy Vary. She performed the same part in Olomouc on
29 October 1867. She received positive critical reviews about her voice but negative about
her deficient education. Her last role in the Olomouc Theatre was Azucena (Giuseppe
Verdi: 11 trovatore) on 9 November 1867. Fibichova got the part of the abbess, thanks to
Dr. FrantiSek Ladislav Rieger, in the first of Bendl’s operas Lejla (premiere in the Provi-
sional Theatre on 4 January 1868). She succeeded and she became a singer for alto and
mezzo-soprano specialisation in the Provisional Theatre (1868-1880). Her first role in
this theatre was Hedvika (Gioacchino Rossini: Guillaume Tell). She continued to study
singing with baritone Josef Lev.

Betty Fibichova and Zdenék Fibich got married in October 1875. Fibich’s first wife
was RliZena HanuSova-Fibichova, the younger sister of Betty. From this marriage they
had twins (Elsa and Richard). Richard died soon after birth and then his mother fell
ill. Looking after Elsa was RiiZena’s last wish to Betty and Zdenék before her death (on
4 October 1874). Elsa died in childhood. The new marriage developed from friendship,
tolerance and confidence, rather than from love and urge. Betty and Zdenék knew each
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other through professional relations. They lived in a house near the National Theatre
(Ostrovni ulice 1) and they had one son Richard.

Betty Fibichova succeeded as a sacred and concerto singer as well. She sang the alto
part of Beethoven’s 9" symphony in Beseda brnénska on 2 April 1879. For the first time
Betty Fibichova and Marie Sittova introduced the Dvojzpévy [Duets], Op. 38 composed
by Dvorak (on 11 March 1880). She sang at a concert of the Jednota umélcti hudebnich
[Music Artists’ Society] in Prague on 23 December 1880, where she interpreted the alto
part in Dvordk’s cantata Stabat mater. She also sang in church and worked in the court
chapel on HradCany.

In 1881 the National Theatre was opened. Betty Fibichova became a new member
of the National Theatre as well as a full ensemble member of the Provisional Theatre.
Betty’s first role at the Narodni divadlo was Radmila from Smetana’s opera Libuse. Her
career ended exactly 23 years after her first performance in the Provisional Theatre, on
4 January 1891. Her reason for leaving the theatre was chest trouble (catarrhal croup). Her
last role in the National Theatre was Lotinka in Dvofak’s opera Jakobin [The Jacobin].
Nevertheless, Betty Fibichova was back on the theatre’s stage in 1893 and 1895 (for
example in Antonin Dvofak’s Selma sedlik [The Cunning Peasant]). Betty Fibichova
died on 20 May 1901 in Prague and her tomb is in VySehrad cemetry.

Betty Fibichova was employed as a specialist of the alto and mezzo-soprano voice in
the Provisional Theatre and then the Narodni divadlo. She was better in low-voice singing
parts, and she was said to be the specialist in this register in the Narodni divadlo.

When she was nineteen she drew attention by her “powerful and beautiful alto”.! She
was most successful between the years 1868-1881 when she interpreted Fides (G. Meyer-
beer: Le prophéte) which was one of the most difficult roles in her career. This role is
unique thanks to its extensive music. A note by Otakar Hostinsky on Fides’s part sur-
vives: “In opera literature this role is really unique thanks to the vocal range. We can say
that this role is able to spoil a voice. The singer needs to be a contralto, with a forceful
central singing position and high voice as well! The vocalist usually sings Fides’s part in
an alteration by Meyerbeer.”?

She participated in five premieres of Czech operas in the 1870s (e.g. A. Dvorak: Krdl
a uhliv, 1875; A. Dvotak: Vanda, 1878; B. Smetana: Tajemstvi). At the beginning of Fibi-
chova’s career her voice was really strong. Betty Fibichova could sing really demanding
roles. Her vocal range at this time was from g to tone b2 Hence, she could sing mezzo-
soprano parts.

Betty Fibichova interpreted many pivotal roles in the Narodni divadlo as well (about
five roles during one season). From 1881 to 1884 she was involved in six opera premieres
(A. Dvoiak: Tvrdé palice, Z. Fibich: Blanik, B. Smetana: Libuse, B. Smetana: Certova sténa,
K. Bendl: Karel Skréta and Z. Fibich: Nevésta messinskd). Her voice was still in good

' Quotation from the archive of the Narodni divadlo, signature P-679.
2 Otakar Hostinsky, “Ceska zpévohra” [Czech Opera], Dalibor, 4 (1882), No. 21, p. 165.
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condition, otherwise she could not sing so many roles in the new and bigger Narodni
divadlo. Her vocal range was from a to tone a’.

Thanks to notices and articles in the periodical Dalibor from 1881 we can get a lot
of information about her work schedule. For example we can read about her benefit
performance on 22 April 1881 (W. A. Mozart: Le nozze di Figaro). Emanuel Chvala has
written that it was a “Pleasure to see Mozart’s Le nozze di Figaro again on the Czech
stage thanks to our alto Betty Fibichova. There were so many people there. The audience
greeted Mrs. Fibichova with bouquets of flowers and big applause.”?

Her voice began to deteriorate, probably by constant effort of her vocal cords (espe-
cially in high tessitura). Fibichova’s voice was not so well-balanced. She sang to the end of
1880s but she performed in only one opera premiere (A. Dvorak: Jakobin). The number
of articles in periodicals was less and less. We can read notices about Betty Fibichova
in each issue of the periodical Dalibor in the beginning of the 1880s, but in the second
half of the 1880s it is more difficult to find an article about her life or career. The really
interesting thing is that any critique of her singing was always good.

The second cause of her worsening voice at that time was pneumonic catarrh. Betty
Fibichova left the Narodni divadlo in 1891. Sometimes she sang in the theatre after her
exit—as a stand-in for ill singers. She could not have sustained continual engagements.
We can find an article in the periodical Dalibor (10 January 1891) about her leaving the
theatre: “Mrs. Fibichova’s artistic working for the Czech opera scene will remain on the
highest level in our memory forever as well as her noble character [...]"*

I have extracted information from an analysis of opera roles which Czech composers
composed especially for Betty Fibichova (B. Smetana: Tajemstvi, Libuse, Certova sténa;
Z. Fibich: Blanik, Nevésta messinskd; A. Dvorak: Tvrdé palice). The tone f>sharp or g’flat
was considered as the highest tone which Fibichova was able to sing without intonation
trouble, which we can see in example 1 (from Smetana’s opera Libuse and Tajemstvi).
A special exception is the tone g? in the opera Tivdé palice [The Stubborn Lovers] by
Antonin Dvofak and the tone a? in the opera Blanik by Zdenék Fibich. We can see this
in example 2.

3 Emanuel Chvala, “Ceska zpévohra”, Dalibor, 3 (1881), No. 13, p. 103.
4 “Ceska zpévohra”, Dalibor, 13 (1891), No. 3, p. 19-20.
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Bedfich Smetana: Tajemstvi; Act 2, Scene 7
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Bedrfich Smetana: Libuse; Act 3, last scene with Radmila and Krasava

Example 2

Antonin Dvotak: Tvrdé palice; Act 1, last scene
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Zdenék Fibich: Blanik; Act 3, Scene 2




Betty Fibichova was famed as a specialist for classical and dramatic operas thanks
to her voice but primarily thanks to her appearance: “Her figure was tall and pretty. She
was serious and esteemed.”’ It is clear that she was most successful in majestic roles like
Fides (G. Meyerbeer: Le prophéte), Azucena (G. Verdi: 1] trovatore), Ulrica (G. Verdi:
Un ballo in maschera), Radmila (B. Smetana: Libuse), and Donna Isabella (Z. Fibich:
Nevésta messinskd). She worked in representative, classical and passive roles as well—Zavis§
(B. Smetana: Certova sténa) and Panna Roza (B. Smetana: Tajemstvi). She also sang
young princes and boys—from Zavis (B. Smetana: Certova sténa) to Ratmir (M. I. Glinka:
Ruslan and Lyudmila). But Betty Fibichova was also great in comic parts like Marcelina
(W. A. Mozart: Le nozze di Figaro), and she performed in some comic roles in operetta.
Unfortunately, she had a similar destiny to many women singers of the 19" century who
fell into obscurity soon after their death.

Betty Fibichova, Altistin des Interims- und des Nationaltheaters
Zusammenfassung

Der Beitrag ist der kiinstlerischen Tatigkeit der zweiten Frau Zdenék Fibichs, Betty
Fibichova, gewidmet, die als Solistin des Interims- und spiter des Nationaltheaters, als
Konzertsingerin, aber auch z.B. als Ausschussmitglied des ersten Madchengymnasiums
Minerva im tschechischen Kulturleben viel geleistet hat. Es wird ihre Karriere dargestellt,
wobei die Opern, in denen sie mit Erfolg aufgetreten ist, und die Rollen, die fiir sie ge-
schrieben worden sind, nicht nur ihren Stimmumfang, sondern auch ihre Ausdrucks- und
schauspielerischen Qualitdten festzustellen erlauben.

Ubersetzt von Vlasta Reittererova

Betty Fibichova, altistka Prozatimniho a Narodniho divadla
Shrnuti

Prispévek se zabyva uméleckou ¢innosti Betty Fibichové pro ¢eskou operni scénu
ve druhé poloviné 19. stoleti. O Betty Fibichové je znamo, Ze byla druhou Zenou skladatele
Zdenka Fibicha, sélistkou Prozatimniho a posléze Narodniho divadla, koncertni pévkyni,
ale napriklad také Clenkou vyboru prvniho ¢eského divéiho gymnazia Minervy. Studie
mapuje priabéh kariéry pévkyné a specifikuje jeji hlasovy rozsah. Zajimavou casti textu je

5 Quotation from the Archive of the Narodni divadlo, signature P-679.
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také sonda do typu oper, ve kterych Betty Fibichova vystupovala, ve kterych byla nejvice
uspésna a které byly napsany pfimo s predstavou jejich hlasovych a hereckych kvalit.
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Betty Fibichova; Provisional and National Theatre in Prague.
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