
The Bear is the second of Walton’s two operas and his only
comedy. Based on the vaudeville of the same name by the
Russian playwright Anton Chekhov, it had its premiere at
the 20th Aldeburgh Festival, in the Jubilee Hall on 3 June
1967.

In the first half of the 1960s,Walton was emerging from
his 60th-birthday celebrations, and from almost a year of
travel: his visits in 1963 took him all round the world—
Israel, USA, New Zealand, and Australia—during which
period he wrote little.When, on his return, he began com-
posing again, things did not go smoothly. The results of an
attempt to write a small orchestral piece for George Szell
were met with negative comments from both Szell and
Oxford University Press’s Head of Music, Alan Frank.
Walton himself was not enthusiastic about it, and the
sketches were put aside. However, commissions for an
anthem The Twelve for his old college, Christ Church,
Oxford, and a Missa Brevis for Coventry Cathedral, seemed
to lift his spirits, as did a visit to London in December 1965
to conduct the premiere in Westminster Abbey of the
orchestral version of The Twelve. During this time, he was
diagnosed with lung cancer, but after an operation and
recuperation, he was back at his Italian home on Ischia by
March 1966 with The Bear in prospect.Walton was keen on
the project, despite the less than enthusiastic reception of
his first opera Troilus and Cressida when it had been pre-
miered in 1954. The staging of that work at the Adelaide
Festival of Arts, which he saw on his travels, was, in his own
words,‘lively, spirited, and dramatic’, and must have shown
him that in the right circumstances, he was quite capable of
writing successful opera. Once completed, The Bear was a
considerable success, and since its premiere, it has been
consistently popular, given in performances throughout the
world.

Walton’s commission

The Bear has its origins in a commission from the Serge
Koussevitzky Music Foundation. The brainchild of the
Russian conductor Serge Koussevitzky (1874–1951),
famous for his leadership of the Boston Symphony
Orchestra, the Foundation was formed in 1942, and by the
time Walton was approached as a possible composer, its
activities had resulted in works by Bartók, Copland, and
Messiaen, and its opera commissions included Benjamin

Britten’s Peter Grimes and Douglas Moore’s The Ballad of Baby
Doe.Walton had originally been contacted through his pub-
lisher on 6 October 1958,1 but had clearly put the matter
to the back of his mind, for by March 1965 John Ward,
OUP’s music representative in New York, was writing to
Alan Frank that Olga Koussevitzky, the late conductor’s
daughter, was very perturbed about the delay in the com-
pletion of the commission.The OUP music staff were adept
at dealing with Walton’s delays;Ward told Frank ‘Of course
I made the usual remarks about Walton’s perfectionism and
so on’, but it was clear that things were not progressing,
and there was potential for embarrassment on all sides.
There was an extra dimension to the project; Madame
Koussevitzky wanted to use the piece to celebrate the 25th
anniversary of such commissions, which would fall in 1967.
And the timing of completion was not the only difficulty in
prospect, for it became rapidly clear that Walton was not
interested in fulfilling the commission as awarded. The
Koussevitzky proposal was for an orchestral work, but by
May 1965 he had begun to think of making a one-act opera,
which he was considering writing for Britten’s English
Opera Group, do double duty as the commission piece.
Some time after May, Walton and OUP agreed that the
EOG opera and the Koussevitzky commission could be the
same piece. Alan Frank wrote rather off-handedly to
Walton: ‘at some stage or other I suppose you should tell
the Koussevitsky Foundation that this is “their work”’,
although even then, Walton felt that this should not ‘stand
in the way of getting something out of the E.O.G. even if it
only covers the cost of the parts.’ John Ward later tele-
phoned the long-suffering Madame Koussevitzky and told
her that ‘the work is a one-act opera, and she didn’t seem to
mind, though she pointed out that the commission did
specify an orchestral work.’

Once this was agreed, the commission fee became a
problem.The standard Koussevitzky fee was $1500, which
Alan Frank and John Ward thought ‘a bit on the miserable
side’. There was general agreement that it ought to be
increased by between $500 and $1000, but as John Ward
succinctly pointed out:

The difficulty of course is that no-one asked for an opera in the
first place: an opera was presented in the place of the short
orchestral work offered, and the idea was accepted. It isn’t easy
on the face of it immediately to claim a larger sum because it’s a
larger work.
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But as it happened, the Koussevitzky Foundation inde-
pendently offered an increase of $1000 in the ‘honorar-
ium’, and the matter was settled.Walton was keen that the
commission fee be paid as a prize so that he could avoid the
Italian tax authorities, but in the end, it was paid as a grant.2

The libretto

The possibility of Walton using Chekhov’s short vaudeville
The Bear (1888) as the subject for this new opera had been
under discussion since January 1965.The tenor Peter Pears,
co-founder of the Aldeburgh Festival, had approached
Walton with the idea that ‘Aldeburgh’ —that is, the English
Opera Group—would like an opera. He suggested, with no
apparent preference, either The Bear or another short play
by Chekhov, The Proposal, also of 1888.3 On 12 February
Walton sent Frank a telegram: ‘Please send express airmail
two copies Penguin Bear William’.4 After reading both,
Walton was much keener on The Bear; he felt the action
could be put into the ‘Hunting Shires’. Alan Frank felt that
structurally it was superior because it offered ‘such a good
part for the woman as well as the man.’ In fact, Frank was
intrigued and highly perceptive:

My only doubt is whether the humour is too straightforward,
almost knockabout, for you, though perhaps this wouldn’t mat-
ter much in a one acter.When we have spoken about your doing
a comedy, I had always thought of something more sardonic and
devious even, if not exactly black!

The librettist eventually chosen, Paul Dehn (1912–76),
was someone Walton had already met;5 when his name was
proposed, the composer ‘jumped at the idea’.6 In many
ways Dehn was the perfect choice; he had long been con-
nected with the English theatre and had penned, among
other things, the libretto for Lennox Berkeley’s A Dinner
Engagement of 1954, and the lyrics for the films Moulin Rouge
(1952) and The Innocents (1961). He also scripted Goldfinger
(1964), The Spy Who Came in from the Cold (1965), and The
Taming of the Shrew (1967), which suggests skill and facility
in the adaptation of complicated literary models and an
understanding of dramatic pacing.

Chekhov’s vaudeville was written in February 1888 and
first published in the journal New Time on 30 August of the
same year. It was premiered at Korsh’s Theatre, Moscow, on
28 October, and appeared in book form with minor alter-
ations in the 1897 edition of his plays. Dehn’s text closely
follows Chehkov’s play. The ‘bear’ of the title is the boor
Grigory Stepanovich Smirnov, ‘landowner and retired lieu-
tenant of artillery’, to whom the dead, promiscuous hus-
band of Madam Popova owed thirteen hundred roubles for
oats to feed his favourite horse Toby. Smirnov arrives at
Madam Popova’s house to collect the debt, and is shown

into the drawing room by Popova’s servant, Luka, a part
that is a mixture of comic and censorious traits. However,
while Smirnov is trying to extract the money from Popova,
he falls in love with her; he is attracted not only by her good
looks, but by her spirited response to his appalling manners
and financial demands, one that culminates in her challeng-
ing him to a duel. Popova’s final capitulation, witnessed by
Luka and two mute parts, the Cook and the Groom, is
encapsulated by her last remark ‘tell the groom not to give
Toby any oats at all today’; she now has no need to keep her
husband’s memory alive by looking after his horse.

Once underway, Dehn worked fast; by 11 October 1965
Walton was writing to him ‘How splendid of you to have
written such “smashing” verses—& how quickly—if I could
only set them so quickly.’7 This was a reference to the ten
(originally eleven) inserts to the play that Dehn had written
specially for the opera. By November 1965, Walton was
able to report to Frank: ‘Paul Dehn has been here & the
libretto has taken on very nicely. It could turn out to be a
winner on a small scale. He’s going to ring you on his
return from Rome & report progress.’ By February of the
following year, the libretto was substantially complete;
Dehn visited Walton on Ischia at the end of the month to
‘repolish’ the end of The Bear, cutting several of his inserts
in the process. Whether Walton was ever entirely happy
with the overall result is unclear; certainly the music of the
last pages gave him difficulties and he did not think he had
‘managed to bring [it] off’.

It was during this visit that the title and the ascription
were finally settled. The title-page gained the descriptive
title ‘an extravaganza’, instead of ‘vaudeville’, their choice
of genre being based on a dictionary definition which gave
its meaning as ‘a wild burlesque or farce; an irregular or
fanciful composition’;Walton was heard by Dehn to mutter
‘it’s no good pretending it’s The Three Sisters’.8 They also
agreed at this meeting the final formula for their labours;
‘libretto adapted by Paul Dehn and William Walton, lyrics
by Paul Dehn’. But more work was required; Walton felt
that the ‘whole thing needs tightening up from p. 18 [of the
MS libretto]’, that is, the last part of the opera.At this point
there had been an inserted aria for Smirnov after Popova’s
‘Let us fight’, and a duet for them before her ‘Keep away!’.
On Walton’s behalf, Frank raised the issue further with
Dehn, who proved more than willing to redo the passage in
question; the newly condensed ending was sent to Walton
at the end of February, who wrote Dehn an ecstatic letter
congratulating him on the revision. The final draft of the
libretto was then sent to the OUP Music Department for
copying; it is clear that publication for the first performance
was already intended, for which OUP required ‘an exact
finalised copy’.

x
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In taking Chekhov’s play, Dehn’s approach to the libretto
was to cut unnecessary verbiage and insert ten quasi-oper-
atic numbers, often in rhyme; these included ‘I lent him the
sum out of friendship and pity’ (p. 65 of the present edi-
tion), ‘Grozdiov is not at home’ (p. 79), ‘Mud in my hair!
Muck on my boots!’ (p. 115), ‘Madame, je vous prie’ (p.
144), and the show-stopper ‘I was a constant, faithful wife’
(p. 161). Dehn’s texts for each of these did, however, take
their cues from Chekhov. In the case of ‘I was a constant,
faithful wife’, for example, the very memorable refrain,
‘Mourning, mourning, mourning’, derives from ‘I won’t
take off this mourning till my dying day’. He also removed
a number of colloquialisms and references that implied
specificity: the substitution of ‘perfect gentlemen’ for
‘proper lollipops’, ‘call on the neighbours’ for ‘visit the
Korchagins and the Vlasovs’, ‘typical feminine logic’ for
‘proper petticoat logic’, and ‘The Lord save us’ for ‘Holy
fathers!’ being only a sampling of these. The designated
period 1890 is Dehn’s addition,9 but the dramatis personae
and the description of the characters are Chekhov’s; these
include the walk-on mute parts of the Cook and Groom
which inessentially bolster the final scene in which the ser-
vants discover Popova and Smirnov engaged in a prolonged
kiss. Even a number of Chekhov’s stage directions are car-
ried over and reused, both in their original and new posi-
tions; these include Smirnov’s ‘He clutches the back of a
chair which breaks’, which in Chekhov’s original text falls
in an earlier, very lengthy, and otherwise cut speech direct-
ed to Popova. Some of them are now less like Chekhov’s,
Walton having tinkered with Dehn’s version of them during
the compositional process.

Dehn was generally pleased with his efforts, as was
Walton, but the composer was also worried. Dehn had fol-
lowed Elisaveta Fen’s translation in the Penguin edition very
closely, especially the section during which Popova and
Smirnov brandish pistols at each other. Dehn’s working
method had involved pasting the pages of the edition onto
A4 sheets and annotating Fen’s text, with the result that
although many of the phrases had been altered, the essence
of her work was (and, indeed, is) apparent. Walton was
greatly concerned about copyright, having previously run
into trouble when working on Façade and Henry V.As it hap-
pened, this matter had occurred to OUP earlier, but no
action had been taken.10 Such was the potential problem
now that not printing the libretto for the performances was
a serious consideration; Frank did ‘not want to run the risk
of fomenting trouble at this stage in case of other copyright
claimants’. Walton’s response was to say that they had
‘altered every sentence to avoid any copyright problems
with the translations’ and that ‘the only word for word 
similarities are those between [figs] 17 and 20’. This was

slightly disingenuous; it is true that the section of Popova’s
text from ‘You shall see, Nicolas’ to ‘alone for weeks on
end!’ (pp. 44–50) is not much changed, but Dehn’s and
Walton’s technique here doesn’t differ from that used else-
where in the libretto, and there are other passages with as
few alterations. Ultimately OUP took the risk, and the
libretto, on sale on the night of the premiere, was officially
published on 8 June 1967. One last thing was to commis-
sion a German translation; Walton was keen that this be
done by Frank’s friend Dr Ernst Roth of Boosey & Hawkes,
who had translated Troilus and Cressida, and he did indeed
accept OUP’s offer. There was also a subsequent Italian
translation; Bruno Rigacci undertook this for a production
at the 1976 Barga Festival.11

The opera had clearly been a happy collaboration for both
Dehn and Walton, but although Dehn went on to provide
Walton with a second verse for Put off the Serpent Girdle, when
that short chorus for female voices was excised from Troilus
and Cressida and published separately, he was sadly to die in
1976.Walton was thus robbed of any further opportunity to
work with someone whom he clearly found congenial, and
who was willing to mould his efforts to suit the composer.

Partnering The Bear

Almost from the very first discussions of the opera, the
question of a partner for The Bear was an issue, playing a
role in the selection of the story and of the orchestration.
Walton himself felt that it fell awkwardly into the category
of a curtain raiser, and initially could not see more than 45
minutes worth in the piece; accurately, as it turned out.

By November 1965, the intention was to partner it with
another new work being written for the EOG by the OUP
composer John Gardner.The delays on this commission led
Alan Frank to ask Peter Pears if it was ‘out of the question
to make up the bill with a new production of FAÇADE,
with you or Peter Ustinov?’.12 Frank told Walton about this
proposal, and rather to Frank’s surprise, he was interested,
and felt that Ustinov would be a big draw.The orchestration
of the opera gave him some concern; he felt that the EOG
might ‘jibe at the extra Sax and Trumpet’ of Façade (which
he probably also intended to use in The Bear) and offered to
pay those fees himself. The next contender for the other
half of the bill was a new piece by Harrison Birtwistle, his
opera Punch and Judy; Frank described it to Walton as an
‘extremely interesting sort of grotesque melodrama based
on a Punch and Judy story by an American’. Pears thought
it ‘rather savage & curious & could well do with a laugh to
go with it’.13 Walton established the details of the orches-
tration of Punch and Judy, but told Frank that he objected to
the idea for another reason:

xi
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I’m not entirely happy about the coupling with Birtwistle. I feel
the ‘B’ won’t on its own draw in much of a public & I’m dubious
about Birtwistle’s drawing power, but I may be wrong. It might
be better to suggest waiting until J. G.’s is ready.

While it is true that The Bear on its own may not have
been good box-office, it is unlikely that either Birtwistle or
Gardner had at that point any power at all in terms of
attracting an audience. The EOG, though, still intended
until quite late in the day that Birtwistle’s opera should be
The Bear’s partner, but ultimately the work with which it
was double-billed was Lennox Berkeley’s Castaway, also
receiving its first performance.That the libretto of Castaway
was also by Dehn doubtless added to the perceived compat-
ibility of the two operas.14 Castaway had originally been
designed as a companion piece to another work, Berkeley’s
and Dehn’s 1954 opera A Dinner Engagement. In these discus-
sions, the length of the opera was of importance through-
out; apart from Walton’s worry about the sustainability of
the story, the EOG were interested in balancing their
evening; when the Birtwistle was under discussion, John
Tooley, the director of the EOG (by then under the man-
agement of the Royal Opera House), estimated the
Birtwistle to be an hour and a quarter and was looking for
something complimentary.15

After the premiere, OUP themselves began to cast
around for suitable works for a double bill, to ensure that
there would be a steady flow of further performances.
There was a particularly amusing exchange between Alan
Frank and John Ward in July 1967; Frank proposed that it
be coupled either with Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas in an
evening called ‘Landmarks in British Opera’, or with
Façade, a billing described as an ‘evening of good clean
British fun’. Ward, listening to a recording in New York,
replied:

Not sure about the ‘Clean Fun’:‘Flaunting her tail’ produces here
a gasp of incredulity, after which everyone rolls around on the
floor, and the evening is off to a good start.

While subsequent partnerships (both actual and pro-
posed) obviously did not feed into the composition process
in quite the same way as had, say, the orchestration of
Birtwistle’s Punch and Judy, Walton’s preoccupation—and
the concern of the publisher—with the issue emphasizes
the importance of getting it right for the subsequent life of 
the work.

Composition

The first sketches for The Bear appear to have been made in
the summer of 1965. In November of that year,Walton told
Alan Frank: ‘I shall have a good shot at finishing at least in

sketch before I come to London about Dec 27th.’Walton’s
sketch was essentially an embryonic piano score. The total
length of the opera at this stage was to be 40 minutes, about
30 of which were to have been completed by the time the
visit took place. But Walton’s potentially fatal illness inter-
vened. His recovery was slow and interrupted by a return of
the cancer, this time in the left shoulder, which required radi-
ation treatment in London’s Middlesex Hospital.Although in
theory he continued to work throughout his convalescence,
his comment to the critic Peter Heyworth that by the end of
April he had ‘even looked a piece of Mss paper in the face!—
not with very promising results however. But it’s wonderful
to have an excuse not to work!’ suggests otherwise.16

However, progress was certainly made; in October OUP was
able to send some of the autograph full score—probably
pages 1–85—to be photographed. But Walton was dissatis-
fied; on 11 December, he wrote to Frank:

The Bear moves slowly but steadily and if my next check-up is
satisfactory I shall doubtless finish it in time, But I find a lot of
what I did this time a year ago needs drastically re-writing.

Commenting on his health in the same letter, he claimed
to be getting easily tired, although he dismissed it with the
characteristically whimsical remark:‘that may be allergia to
the “Bear”!’.

Walton’s approach to the composition of the opera was to
work on pages of the full score, and then to prepare a rough
vocal score.These were then sent to Roy Douglas, who pre-
pared the official vocal score. The composer’s full score
therefore precedes the vocal score, and explains the context
of the preparatory material that survives in the Beinecke
Library at Yale University. So by 4 January 1967, when
things were well underway, Walton sent pages 86–117 of
the autograph full score to OUP, by which time, however,
only pages 1 to 36 of the vocal score had been completed.
By 2 February he reported that he had only ten or fifteen
minutes left to go, which he would do before his 65th birth-
day (29 March) ‘if left in peace’.Walton’s sketch version of
the vocal score was completed on 19 April; at the same
time, he was working on the orchestration, aiming to finish
the full score for 3 May, the date on which his occasional
assistant and copyist, Roy Douglas, was due to go away on
vacation. As was his custom, Douglas sent regular lists of
queries to Walton during the copying process. On receiving
pages 117–28, Douglas knew that ‘we must be within sight
of the end now, because Popova has gone to fetch the pis-
tols.’ The orchestral parts, at least those up to page 150,
were also produced by Roy Douglas; the remainder
involved Dennis Sheridan, and all were proofread by
Dennis Morrell.

Walton, who had told Frank at the end of April that he
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felt that the opera was ‘pretty awful—not at all funny &
rather boring!’, sent him the last of the full score, com-
menting with a characteristically self-critical assessment:

I have found these last pages v. difficult […] But if the worst
comes to the worst I have found a ‘cut’ from the top of 2 (new
ending) to the top of p. 3 which would avoid a lot of embarrass-
ing horror, but one [had] better leave it as it is till one sees it on
the stage.

Throughout the compositional process,Walton discussed
not only the voice ranges and types, but also casting possi-
bilities, providing insight into the way in which he con-
ceived the roles. The tessituras were settled by December
1965, Walton making Popova a mezzo-soprano (G3 to A�
5); Smirnov a baritone (A2 to G4), with a falsetto on B4;
and Luka, a bass (G2 to E�4). Given that the opera was
intended for performance by the EOG, it might have been
expected that the lead male role—in this case, Smirnov—
would be a tenor, to accommodate Peter Pears, but Walton
had decided otherwise, presumably because even the sug-
gestion of an heroic side to the character undermined the
buffo nature of the role.17 The EOG’s choice for Smirnov
was Thomas Hemsley, who was often associated with
Britten’s music. However, Hemsley’s contractual arrange-
ments with Dortmund Opera ruled him out of considera-
tion, and it then became a choice between John Shaw, an
Australian member of the Covent Garden company, and
favoured by Colin Graham, and Raimund Herincx, who
was regarded as a good interpreter of Belshazzar’s Feast, and
recommended by the editor of Opera, Harold Rosenthal,
because of his good diction. Walton, who had heard Shaw,
didn’t think he could reach the notes, and favoured
Herincx. Ultimately, Walton must have been won over,
since Shaw both created the role and undertook the first
recording. The role of Madam Popova was much more
straightforward. Using the mezzo voice for Popova was an
especially happy choice, for, at a stroke,Walton had turned
a rather lightweight role into one with an automatic gravi-
tas. The handsome and characterful Monica Sinclair, also a
member of the Covent Garden company, was soon booked
with no more discussion. Like Shaw, she also sang the role
on the first recording. Although Walton had chosen a high
tessitura for Luka, the role was thought from the start to be
a true bass role, a part for which Norman Lumsden was
under consideration. Lumsden had sung in each of the first
thirteen Aldeburgh Festivals from 1948 to 1960, and had
appeared in a number of Britten operas, including Albert
Herring and Billy Budd. Further, Britten had written the role
of Peter Quince for him in his version of Shakespeare’s A
Midsummer Night's Dream. Walton clearly wanted to discuss
Lumsden with Britten, but in the end, seems to have felt
that the part’s high E� would pass muster, given that

Lumsden had been the original Superintendent Budd in
Albert Herring, a role with a long high E.

Walton had made great efforts to establish the orchestra-
tion of Birtwistle’s commission but this was, in any case,
that of most of the works written for the EOG, and was
limited by the small size of the Jubilee Hall. He described it
as the ‘standard BB’ [Benjamin Britten for the EOG] orches-
tra of ‘4WW, Hn, Str5tet, Hp, Pf, 1 perc’, but faced with
the possibility of its being partnered with the new opera by
John Gardner and feeling ‘confined’ by the orchestral
requirements, he added a trumpet, a trombone, and second
percussion.Walton agreed to accept the original solo string
quintet in later performances, but declared that he would
prefer that the strings be a group of ‘tutti’; a note in the full
score says ‘Although The Bear was originally scored for solo
strings, the composer wishes it to be known that he consid-
ers it preferable for a larger body of strings to be used
whenever possible’. As it happens, Britten himself found
the ‘standard BB’ orchestra equally restricting, making a
similar stipulation in the case of A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

As far as the music itself was concerned,Walton himself
saw the work as parodic, not just admitting these parodies,
but rejoicing in them. Early in the compositional process in
1965, he wrote to Alan Frank that the opera was ‘full of par-
ody’s [sic] anything from Tchaikovsky to Stravinsky via
Massenet etc. & maybe will be quite funny if it’s not a damp
squib’. Eighteen months later, he told Frank his view was
that ‘musically, [The Bear] is getting dottier and vulgarer!
each progressive bar’. Walton even stretched this magpie
approach to including four bars from The Dance of the Seven
Veils from Richard Strauss’s opera Salome in Smirnov’s
French pastiche aria to accompany the lines ‘Put off those
widow’s weeds. Unveil, as did Salome!’, an aria whose sen-
timents Madam Popova dismisses as ‘rude and not at all
clever or funny’. The Strauss quote was to cause Walton
some difficulties. Roy Douglas picked it up while working
on the score, and alerted OUP. Writing to Walton in
February 1967, Christopher Morris asked ‘if there is any-
thing else they should be told?!’. OUP and Walton agreed
that copyright should be sought for this for the rather curi-
ous reason that ‘it would look good to have B&H’s name in
the score’. However, it was not to be; Boosey & Hawkes,
who asked for the exact context, since presumably ‘the
object of the reference is to make some particular point’,18

refused to give official permission and later added that ‘it
would not be advisable to ask Dr Franz Strauss, the com-
poser’s son, for his consent.’ In the end, both parties agreed
by phone that the matter should be ignored, and that there
should be no acknowledgement or any mention of it in a
press context. As Alan Frank finally concluded: ‘I wonder
how many people will in fact notice the reference.’

xiii
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First performances and reception

The first performances of The Bear took place at the Jubilee
Hall in the 1967 Aldeburgh Festival, starting on 3 June. As
it was a part-EOG commission, Aldeburgh was always the
logical place, with the Jubilee Hall the obvious venue, and
the intention was to stage it in London immediately after-
wards in an EOG season at Sadler’s Wells. This was not,
however, a foregone conclusion; when the word was out
that Walton was writing an opera, the EOG had an
approach from the Brighton Festival, interested in a double
bill of The Bear and Façade. It was a matter for concern that
the premiere would be in Brighton and not Aldeburgh, but
as it happened, by October the notion of Brighton was dead
and the concentration was on Aldeburgh and Sadler’s Wells.

The production was by Colin Graham, the in-house
director of the EOG, and designed by Alix Stone. James
Lockhart, a member of the music staff of Covent Garden,
was designated conductor. Its reception was almost entire-
ly positive. Two days later in The Guardian Edward
Greenfield declared that Walton gave the audience ‘the
sense of security which comedy, from a music-hall turn
upwards, unfailingly requires […] there is a similarity of
idiom too, but the wonder is that the more eclectic Walton
is, the more he remains himself.’William Mann in The Times
was even more upbeat, writing that ‘The Bear […] is an
instantaneous winner, expertly abstracted from a short
Chekhov comedy set to high-spirited, often mocking
(indeed self-parodying) music that never flags from start to
finish.’ But a week later Stanley Sadie, also in The Times, felt
just the opposite: ‘Whether the slender joke […] can sus-
tain a piece of this length, and whether Dehn’s libretto is
too wordy by half, seemed on last night’s evidence at best
not proven: the fact is that the piece soon began to drag, and
that the jokes—musical as well as verbal—became embar-
rassingly predictable.’ He did go on to suggest that a ‘more
soubrettish’ singer than Monica Sinclair might have light-
ened the piece, a comment echoed privately by all those
involved, as problems with the singer’s diction were dis-
cussed prior to the first studio recording.

On the back of this immediate success, Frank was writ-
ing to William Glock, suggesting The Bear for the Proms,19

and by February 1968 he was advising Ward in New York to
look out for a good opportunity to stage a United States
premiere. There were no plans for the EOG to visit
America—this had been hoped for by OUP in early
1966—and in any case, arrangements were well advanced
for a premiere in Montreal at the1967 International and
Universal Exposition (or Expo 67). However, this left all
parties in an awkward position. They had now organized
themselves what was dubbed a ‘North American’ premiere,

but as a Koussevitzky commission it needed a United States
premiere, and none was even planned. In the end Ward
agreed to look for an American group to do it, preferably a
touring company so that there would be a series of per-
formances, and then to make a clean breast of the matter to
Olga Koussevitzky. Even then, OUP, grasping at all possibil-
ities, split the United States in half, so that a request from
Walton’s sister-in-law Jo, ‘the David Webster of
Vancouver’, to stage the ‘West Coast’ premiere could be
considered. Walton himself attended the Canadian pre-
miere in Montreal on 20 September; Freda Ferguson, the
head of OUP Music in Canada, found Madame
Koussevitzky very charming and reported that Walton
seemed very pleased with the reception of the opera. The
United States premiere finally took place on 15 August
1968 at the Wheeler Opera House in Aspen, Colorado,
conducted by Leonard Slatkin; the producer was Madeleine
Milhaud.

Recordings, broadcasts, telecasts

Alan Frank’s assessment of The Bear—that ‘they had a real-
ly big success on their hands’—and the opera’s initial posi-
tive reception meant that enormous efforts were made
from the outset to broadcast and record it.The first broad-
cast, by the BBC on 10 June 1967 from Aldeburgh, was
fixed early on, and was to include its double-bill partner.
Becoming more committed to the project as time went by,
the BBC then approached OUP, asking for transcription
rights for this broadcast to distribute it throughout the
world. Fees were agreed, but the early commercial record-
ing of Walton’s opera caused this part of the enterprise to
be scrapped. For the recording, Frank’s first port of call was
John Culshaw at Decca: ‘Are you interested in recording
The Bear? Walton’s new opera is sure to be a hit, unless I’m
wildly out’.20 Culshaw, a record producer of great discern-
ment, was interested, though, not surprisingly, he wanted
to hear the work first. He could not, however, attend any
rehearsals, and this short delay lost him the recording; two
days before the 10 June broadcast, EMI snapped it up to
record at the end of the following month.The recording, by
the original performers, and with Walton in attendance,
duly took place from 30 July to 2 August.

At the same time there was a determined effort to get 
the opera televised. Initially OUP decided to approach
Granada Television on the grounds that it would bring in
twice the BBC fees, so Frank wrote to Lew Grade. But the
commercially-minded impresario showed no interest in the
project,21 and apparently expressed himself more forth-
rightly in direct communication; Frank wrote to Walton
that Grade would ‘not touch it with a barge-pole’. On 1

xiv
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February 1970, BBC TV broadcast a studio production with
Regina Resnik, Thomas Hemsley, and Derek Hammond-
Stroud in the main roles. Walton conducted the English
Chamber Orchestra in a corner of the studio, while James
Lockhart conducted the singers, relaying the beat to them
by means of monitor screens slung high in the set. The
process seems to have been fraught.Walton was unused to
conducting for the conditions television required and
despite being told not to worry, he kept stopping whenev-
er the singers and orchestra were out of time. As Susana
Walton has recounted, not surprisingly ‘the television 
producer [Rudolph Cartier] was soon spitting with rage,
shouting that only he was allowed to stop the filming.’22

Adjustments and cuts

Once the opera premiere was over, there was time for sec-
ond thoughts; this was not always a good thing where
Walton was concerned! Even during the run-up to the first
staging, he was considering a number of cuts to the score to
cover his supposed incompetence. The producer Colin
Graham wanted specific additions and cuts. One, the addi-
tion of Popova’s ‘That reminds me, Luka’ passage in bar
284, was a sensible attempt to reiterate the joke about feed-
ing Toby oats, in effect making it a topos of sorts.This was
agreed by Dehn and Walton, but the second—cutting the
last five lines of Smirnov’s French parody aria ‘Madame, je
vous prie’, after ‘Unveil, as did Salome’—was contested by
them, and seems not to have been agreed but was neverthe-
less included in the longer optional cut of bars 765–93.

After the premiere, a number of reviewers, who had
noted problems of different sorts, were approached for
details. Edward Greenfield was one, Desmond Shawe-
Taylor of the Sunday Times another.The latter seems to have
complained about ‘smothered jokes’ although, when
approached by Dehn, was ‘predictably’ unable to point to a
single one. Dehn himself wrote Walton a very thoughtful
letter on a number of details, mostly on issues of length and
audibility of the text. It is clear that Monica Sinclair’s dic-
tion, referred to in a couple of reviews, caused problems;
Dehn claimed that if he had not known the story, he would
not have been able to follow it. There was even discussion
of cutting the verse ‘The dark, the fair’ to ‘all, all, all’ (bars
860–70) from ‘I was a constant, faithful wife’ to shorten the
aria, although Walton’s comment—‘I’m in several minds
about “I was a constant” [we could] leave it alone and get MS
to sing without so much exaggeration (it would save at least
a minute)’—indicates that the reception was as much to do
with Sinclair’s performance as it was the aria itself. In the
end, there was just a suggested cut of the verse ‘What could
a poor’ to ‘neighbours’ nieces’ (bars 882–92). There were

also one or two small alterations to the libretto at the sug-
gestion of Richard Taubner, an attendee who must have
known Chekhov’s The Bear well, who wrote to Walton and
Dehn after the first performances; these are detailed at bars
157/824 and 176/938 in the Textual Notes. There is a set
of later alterations which reflected certain changes and
adjustments made for the television performance conduct-
ed by Walton.Writing to Frank on 10 July 1972, the com-
poser commented; ‘Don’t use the parts & Sc. which were
used in the T.V. prod, as they contain alterations possible
[only] for that purpose’.

One extra group of details relating to the staging of The
Bear is, sadly, not available. In the initial euphoria of the pre-
miere, Frank wrote to Colin Graham saying what a ‘hit’
they had had and that, given that much of this was due to
Graham’s production, he and Walton wanted to include
some of his production details as notes in the vocal score,
about to be published.23 The notion was that these should
be inserted as an appendix, but despite Graham’s positive
response, this idea did not in the end materialize.

Editorial method

The aim of this edition is to reflect what is the last version
of The Bear of which Walton entirely approved.The compos-
er changed his mind over numerous details including the
cuts and changes detailed in the previous section, contained
in correspondence and in surviving versions of the opera;
his views were at times contradictory and it is on occasion
unclear which version he ultimately favoured.

The first set of cuts is contained in a letter from Walton
to Alan Frank of 4 March 1968.These were written on frag-
ments of manuscript paper, which were sent on to Roy
Douglas by Christopher Morris on 8 March.The four cuts
appeared in an appendix labelled ‘optional cuts’, both in the
vocal score of 1968 and in the full score published by OUP
in 1977.

The 1977 study score made two permanent cuts (i.e. the
music was not printed), which were shorter versions of the
previous two cuts. These are bars 48–87 (inclusive) and
533–617.There is also a minor permanent cut, bars 175–6.
These appear to be the cuts finalized by Colin Graham 
during rehearsals for the revival in 1972 for the EOG’s cel-
ebrations at Snape and Sadler’s Wells for Walton’s 70th
birthday.

There is, however, record of yet another set of cuts being
made after these performances, that appears to have been
ultimately preferred by Walton. Christopher Morris,
writing in an internal memo to Simon Wright at OUP on 7
May 1985, recalled:

xv
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As I mentioned to you, just before we printed the full study
score of this work, the composer asked us to make some perma-
nent cuts in the optional cuts marked, and this we did. Just after
the score was printed, the composer decided that he wanted
those permanent cuts to become optional cuts within optional
cuts.

Walton clearly had second thoughts about the length and
permanency of these adjustments, but it was too late to
have these reflected in the publication. After Christopher
Morris had informed him how opera companies throughout
the world were frustrated by not having the complete
printed score,Walton replied on 3 April 1980: ‘I am irked
by the fact that the ‘Bear’ is printed [it had been since
1977]. I never envisaged such a situation. Can’t anything be
done to remedy it? In view of the possible number of perfs
[in Estonia and Lithuania]. Admittedly, it is all my fault, but
that doesn’t make it any better. It is only a lesson not to

“cut” in future, that is, if there is anything to “cut”!’.When
asked for information, OUP took the position that ‘the
composer strongly recommends these cuts, but we are not
insistent’. This edition, therefore, takes its cue from
Walton’s autograph, using the eleven supplementary
replacement pages, which together provide the basis for the
edition. It has restored the three ‘permanent’ cuts included
in the published study score of 1977, but it retains, as an
appendix, Walton’s list of optional cuts which appeared in
both the vocal and study scores published in the composer’s
lifetime. Certain obvious slips and omissions have been
rationalized when necessary. Editorial additions and correc-
tions that are identified as such in the score are shown in
normal type in the matching orchestral and vocal material.

MICHAEL BURDEN
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