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From the Moon to the Fox's Den:

Reflection on the Opera Performances
at the Jandcek Brno 2024 Festival

Eliska Halodova

Jandcek Brno 2024. 9" International and Music Festival.

1-24 November 2025. National Theatre Brno, Brno.

The ninth edition of the Jandcek Brno
2024 festival, with the subtitle ‘No Lim-
its!”, was launched at the National Thea-
tre Brno on 1 November 2024 and lasted
more than three weeks. This biennial,
which has been held regularly at the Na-
tional Theatre Brno since 2008, aims to
introduce the work of Leo$ Janacek to
a wide audience in the place where the
composer worked, lived, and created for
more than five decades.

The dramaturgy of the operatic part
of the Jandcek Brno 2024 festival focuses
primarily on Jandcek’s operas and their
interpretation and staging in Brno and
other cities in the Czech Republic as well
as abroad. This year the festival was also
associated with the Year of Czech Music,
so the works of other Czech composers,
such as Pavel Haas, Antonin Dvordk, or
Vitézslava Kapralova, especially through
their ties with Brno and Jandcek, were
presented. Moreover, there was also an
emphasis on presenting new operatic
works by Brno students and the alterna-
tive scene of Ensemble Opera Diversa.

The subtitle of this year’s festival, ‘No
Limits!’, refers to the idea that just as
the artist’s imagination knows no limits,
neither does music, which is a ‘language’
that can be understood across national

borders. This statement is also support-
ed by the fact that productions and per-
formers from abroad were brought to the
National Theatre Brno to present to the
public their domestic productions. These
included, first and foremost, the produc-
tion of Leo§ Jandcek’s The Excursions of
My. Broucek, which opened the festival.
Directed by Canadian director Robert
Carsen, the production was framed to
reflect the global historical events of
1968 and 1969, particularly in the former
Czechoslovakia.

The main protagonist, Mr. Broucek,
played by Nicky Spence, is the prototype
of the Czech antihero who likes beer and
sausages the most. The first part of the
production (Mr. Broucek’s Excursion to the
Moon) was accompanied by the documen-
tary footage of the Apollo 11 flight with
the first human landing on the Moon. But
unlike the astronauts, Broucek appeared
in a lunar version of the legendary Wood-
stock called Moonstock, full of flower chil-
dren.

In the staging of the second part of Mr.
Broucek’s Excursion to the 15" Century, in-
stead of the Hussite wars depicted in the
libretto, Broucek arrived in Prague after
the invasion of the Warsaw Pact troops.
Unfortunately, this part, which combined
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the events of the 1960s in Czechoslovakia,
failed to create smooth transitions be-
tween them. Footage of the Czech na-
tional hero Jan Palach’s funeral alternated
between revolutionaries with machine
guns and hockey players who defeated
the Soviet Union in the World Cup in
March 1969. Additionally, at some point,
Carsen’s production showed, for exam-
ple, flower children and Jan Palach at the
same time. While being generally recog-
nisable by a Czech audience, it is hard to
say whether foreign audiences will/did
understand and accept these very specific
historical allusions, even if the opera was
co-produced by Staatsper Unter den Lin-
den, Berlin, and Teatro Real, Madrid.
The festival also featured two produc-
tions of Janacek’s opera The Cunning Lit-
tle Vixen. The first one was the National
production
directed by Itzik Galili, originally a danc-
er, but in the production the author of
the choreography and lighting design. It
comes as no surprise that he placed a lot
of emphasis on movement and choreog-
raphy, and thus there was a clear attempt
to express the story through dance. At the
same time, this approach gave more room
for the audience’s imagination and per-
ception of opera’s music. Ballet dancers
portrayed forest and domestic animals by
using a metaphorical language of move-
ment. They conveyed both the humour
and playfulness as well as the depth and
seriousness of the situations, underlining
the human qualities of each animal. The
dance also served to express inner emo-
tions. The character of Bystrouska, played
by Doubravka Novotnd, had something
like her own alter ego, ‘Apparition of the
Vixen as a girl’ portrayed by the dancer
Yu Matsumoto, which illustrated not only

Moravian-Silesian Theatre

her unbridled soul but also her tragic de-
mise.

The other production of The Cunning
Little Vixen, directed by Jifi Heifman of
the National Theatre Brno, was set in the
Dagmar Children’s Home, which was co-
founded by Rudolf Tésnohlidek, the au-
thor of the novel Liska Bystrouska [The
Cunning Little Vixen]. This production,
which opened the festival in 2018, offi-
cially closed this year’s festival, and also
commemorated the centenary of this op-
era - the opera’s first performance was
held on 6 November 1924 in today’s Ma-
hen Theatre in Brno.

Hefman’s production was created not
only for children, but with children. Most
of the animals in this production were
played by children who brought wooden
pull-along toys of the animals they rep-
resent. This can also be seen as a refer-
ence to the 1930s, the time when the
Dagmar Children’s Home was founded.
In the production, the human world was
literally intermingled with the animal and
natural worlds. The orphanage/Game-
keeper’s house opened like an eggshell to
reveal the forest realm, only to close again
at the end of the opera. Thus, the pro-
duction pushed the possibilities of chil-
dren’s and adults’ imagination, reassuring
us that everything that happened on stage
was carefully thought out.

The decision to stage Jandcek’s Jej¢
pastorkyria under the title Jeniifa, under
which it has been produced abroad, sug-
gests a consistent focus on the main pro-
tagonist as a woman. At the same time,
there is a noticeable attempt to break
away from the context of the Moravian
village in the 19" century, embedded in
the title Jeji pastorkyria. The production
was created by an all-female creative team
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(the only exception being the choirmaster
Michael Dvordk) at the Moravian Theatre
Olomouc in a co-production with the Na-
tional Theatre Brno. Directed by Veronika
Kos Loulovd, the production opened with
an exhibition of Jamie McCartney’s sculp-
ture The Great Wall of Vulva, definitively
hinting at the unconventional approach
to directing. The production attempted
to take an updated look at the character
of Jentfa, and create a space for dialogue
with women across time. However, the
question remains whether its primary
goal was to provoke. It was certainly not.
Yet, the performance was accompanied by
loud expressions of disapproval from the
predominantly male audience who did
not like the interruption of Jandcek’s mu-
sic and the recording of spoken text as-
sociated with the female body after child-
birth.

The production team asked them-
selves, whether they really thought that
the marriage of Jentfa to Laco was a hap-
py ending, or would it have been better
if her child had not died instead? They
intended to highlight the difficult situa-
tion women face after childbirth, regard-
less of the time period. Together with
clients of the organisation Usmév mamy
[A Mother’s Smile], they gave voice to the
innermost thoughts and feelings of moth-
ers suffering from postpartum depres-
sion. In this case, Jenifa’s happy ending
was not her marriage to Laca but the re-
union with her child and the renewal of
a relationship with her adoptive mother,
Kostelni¢ka Buryjovka.

Probably one of the most anticipated
opera events of the festival - thanks main-
ly to the renowned director Claus Guth -
was based on a play by Karel Capek The
Makropulos Affair of Staatsoper Unter den

Linden, Berlin. The production showed
an unadorned view of a woman who had
lived for over three hundred years and
made it very clear that it was not a pretty
sight. After so many years, the main char-
acter Emilia Marty lost her humanity, her
compassion, and her empathy.

Guth emphasised that what gives mean-
ing to life is its finitude. This theme was
accentuated in the production, especially
by the direction that paid attention to eve-
ry detail. The set design created a timeless
space in which Marty took off her beau-
tiful costume and presented us with her
exhaustion and loneliness, where she was
both a little girl and an old woman.

On the other hand, the dancers’ chore-
ography created the impression of a world
cut from the novels of Franz Kafka or Ka-
rel Capek’s plays. Guth focused heavily on
even the smallest of details and no move-
ment or gesture was random. Throughout
the production, a thread of fate peeked
out at Emilia Marty from bizarre places,
such as a large hole in the floor, which
seems to be a constant reminder of the
unbearable weight of her long life.

Jandcek Brno 2024 thus presented new
staging interpretations of four Jandcek
operas. In the case of The Cunning Lit-
tle Vixen, it offered a possible comparison
of the new Ostrava production with the
Brno production from 2018. An exam-
ple of a confrontation between a foreign
director and an attempt to accentuate
Czech nature was represented by The
Excursions of Mr. Broucek. The produc-
tion The Makropulos Affair showed new
ways and technical achievements of stag-
ing Jandcek abroad. Jemifa, on the other
hand, represented an example of a pro-
duction which attempted to break out of
the established staging tradition and look
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at it through a 2I* century perspective
and conventions.

In addition to LeoS§ Jandcek’s operas,
the festival also staged new productions
by other Czech composers. The Nation-
al Theatre Brno, as a part of the festi-
val, presented Antonin Dvoidk’s opera
Rusalka directed by David Radok. In his
interpretation, Rusalka attempted to
break away from the fairy tale features
embedded in the story and focused on
the inner world of the individual char-
acters. To support his conception, the
director opted for extensive cuts, thus
removing, for example, Jezibaba’s aria
‘Cury mury fuk’ or characters Hajny
and Kuchtik, who comment on the plot
at the beginning of the second act with
a certain naivety and unburdened sim-
plicity.

In the characters of the water goblin
(Vodnik) and the witch (Jezibaba), Radok
saw the archetypes of father and mother;
his Rusalka wanted to leave this toxic and
unpleasant family background in order to
enter her dreamed illusion of the ideal
world of love. In this way, Radok created
a dense and closed, almost psychological
drama that did not let the viewer breathe
for a moment. In this production, we were
experiencing no fairy tale.

Rusalka, played by Jana Srejma Kadir-
kovd, was not just an ethereal fairy but
a very sensitive and naive creature who
wanted nothing more than to experience
pure and selfless love. She dreamt of a dis-
tant world of people, which in her imagi-
nation seemed much better than it really
was. It was evident in her every movement
that she was not human, that she had
grown up far from the human world and,
therefore, would never fully understand it
or fit in it.

Another opera showed at the festival
was a work by a Czech composer who
is performed much less than Dvordk or
Jandcek. The Charlatan, the only opera by
Pavel Haas, a native of Brno and one of
Leo§ Jandcek’s most promising students,
returned to the Brno stage through the
National Moravian-Silesian Theatre. Haas
was a Jewish composer who, along with
many others, found his death in the gas
chambers of a concentration camp. For
this reason, his opera was premiered in
Ostrava as a part of the dramaturgical
plan Terezin Composers’ Opera.

The production featured elements of
commedia dell’arte and grotesque com-
edy through costumes, set designs, move-
ments, and gestures. One character’s cos-
tume even resembled a Pierrot from the
French folk theatre.

The blurred line between tragedy and
comedy is how one can describe the frame
of Ondrej Havelka’s production/direc-
tion concept, and it was also the most fun-
damental problem of the whole produc-
tion at the same time. It did not entirely
bridge the line between slapstick comedy
and the story’s darker side. Havelka devel-
oped a colourful spectacle on stage with
well-constructed microsituations. These,
however, did not create a coherent picture
partly due to the overcombined plot and
the multitude of characters in the libretto,
who had no room for a more elaborate
motivation for their actions.

A probe into student works presented
new operas by Chamber Opera of the
Janacek Academy. Combining three new
short operas in one evening provided
a fascinating insight into the state of the
current level of student music drama. The
individual works, although not standing
in direct contrast, created a varied show-
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case of different themes and fundamental
questions. For example, Echd and Narcis-
sus, by composer Katefina Slabéndkova
and librettist Vojtéch Balcar, was an origi-
nal variation of the story from Ovid’s Met-
The opera revealed the
themes of communication and relation-
ships in the modern world. Oliver, with
music by Katerina Szymeczkovad and a li-
bretto by Vdclav Alexa, was about a Medi-
cal Clown’s encounter with a terminally ill
patient. The opera opened up the theme
of laughter as medicine. The room for im-
provement in stage movement and overall
work with the performer’s body and ex-
pression was most evident in this produc-
tion, although this was also true to some
extent for the opera Echd and Narcissus.
Noemi Savkovd’s Tvorovdni [Creaturing]

amorphoses.

to the libretto by Kristyna Brdzkova was
trying to find answers to the questions:
Whose am I? And who is mine? What will
remain after us? And who are you truly?
The director Vladimir John has already
collaborated with Noemi Savkovd on
J-A.K. z Labyrintu [Out of the Labyrinth],
which was presented at the last edition of
the Jandcek Brno festival. His direction was
characterised by integrity and thoughtful-
ness, from lighting design to the actors’
movements on stage.

Another student exhibition, the stage
project of the Brno Conservatory Opera
Studio, Vitka the Fated (A Love Carol), re-
vealed an imaginary veil of mystery over
the professional and personal life of the
Brno composer and conductor Vitézslava
Kaprdlovd. The opera, more precisely
a collage of music and drama, was shaped
by a selection of compositions by Vitka
Kapralova and her mentor and lover Bo-
huslav Martint, as well as quotations from
authentic correspondence. The produc-

tion captured both her solitude in crea-
tion and creation in solitude. Vitka was
portrayed in the production by three con-
servatory students, who simultaneously
showed her in the three stages of life -
childhood, adulthood, and final years.
Her words in the last letter to her parents,
full of hope and joy for life, made the au-
dience reflect on the impermanence of
human life, which had ended when she
was only twenty-five, and the immortality
of music and art in general.

The alternative opera scene was rep-
resented at the festival by the Ensemble
Opera Diversa, which focuses on original
music and music-dramatic works, among
other things. The ensemble brought
to the festival an opera The Other City
based on Michal Ajvaz’s novel. The origi-
nal opera, by composer and librettist
Ondrej Kyas, who is one of the found-
ing members of Opera Diversa, showed
a nameless protagonist trying to find an
‘other city’ that exists in parallel reality.
The production, directed by Katerina
Kiivdnkovd, was performed in a semi-
scenic format that combined video pro-
jections with the live cinema method,
creating an atmosphere of mystery and
suspense. The curious scenes such as
a shark trying to eat the main character
inside of a building were left up to the
viewer’s imagination. It was an example
of how using the possibilities of human
imagination can sometimes be a ‘bet-
ter way’ than literal set design to depict
a parallel world next to our reality. The
role of the main protagonist A. was di-
vided between two performers, who
performed spoken and sung parts re-
spectively. Nevertheless, the production
managed to hold a certain commonality
and not ultimately appear fragmented.
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All in all, the 2024 edition of the festival
Jandcek Brno was exceptionally diverse by
presenting not only traditionally Jandcek
operas. It was great that it also gave space

to student and alternative ensembles to
share the stage with professional theatres.
Moreover, it allowed for much needed
comparison with opera practice abroad.

This work can be used in accordance with the Creative Commons BY-NC-ND 4.0 International license terms and conditions
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode). This does not apply to works or elements (such as images or pho-
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