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ABSTRACT

In this paper, I will focus on the reconstruction of the history of operetta
companies established in interwar Belgrade. I gave priority to those ensembles
that held regular performances for a longer period of time in the late 1920s
and late 1930s. Aside from making a detailed overview of several more stable
operetta theatres in Belgrade at the time, including their repertoire and leading
artists, the attention will also be paid to uncovering the broader context of their
work. The issues of state cultural policy and the rise of competitiveness inside the
local spheres of culture and entertainment will also be discussed.

KEYWORDS: operetta, operetta companies, repertoire, artists, Belgrade, interwar period,
cultural policy, popular culture.
AIICTPAKT

Y oBoM papy doxycupahy ce Ha pexkoHCTpymcame HCTOpPHje OIEpPETCKUX
Tpyma Koje cy ¢popmupane y mehyparHom Beorpaay. IlpeaHoct je pata oHuM
aHcaMOAMMA KOju Cy QYHKIJMOHHCAAU Y Ay’KEM BPEMEHCKOM PACIIOHY TOKOM
kacHux 20-ux u 30-ux ropuHa mpomaor Beka. Ilopea aeTamHOT yBHAQ Y Paj
HEKOAMKO OIIepeTCKUX Io30puuIta y beorpapy y Tom mepuopy, ykaydyjyhu u
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IbHXOB perepToap u Bopehe ymeTHuKe, maxia he 6uru ycMepeHa u Ha mupu
KOHTEKCT IbIXOBOT AeAarsa. C THM y Besn, 6uhe Takohe ArckyTOBaHO 0 IuTamuMa
Ap>KaBHE KYATypHe IIOAUTHKE U IIOPACTY KOMIETUTUBHOCTH Y OKBUPY AOKAAHHX
cepa 3abaBe U KyAType.

KnYYHE PEYH: omepera, OIlepeTcKe TPyIle, perepToap, yMeTHuUIM, Beorpay, mehyparsu
HIepHOA, KyATYPHA TIOAMTHKA, TIOITYAAPHA KYATYPa.

The end of the Great War brought many novelties to the cultural life of Belgrade.
As the capital city of a much larger, multinational, multi-confessional and culturally
diverse state, the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, established in 1918 (since
1929 renamed the Kingdom of Yugoslavia), Belgrade had to compete for its primacy
in different spheres with many other prosperous urban centers from the country’s
western and northern regions for the first time in its modern history. In many of
these spheres, the process of fighting for prestige coupled with regional (intrana-
tional) and international exchange and collaboration has sometimes led to fruitful
results, but in other cases, the idea of following and maintaining the pre-war tradi-
tions and the “state-of-affairs” prevailed. This was noticeable in certain segments of
the cultural sphere where new political and social circumstances did not bring about
aneed to redefine or modify previous practices and policies. Typical in this context
was the functioning of the National Theatre in Belgrade, the most renowned and
influential cultural institution of the Kingdom of Serbia, whose managements were
decisive not to substantially contradict the pre-war approach to repertoire-making —
in particular, to the staging of operetta (Cf. Turlakov 2005). The idea that this genre
is incompatible with the mission and objectives of the Serbian National Theatre, that
it is characterised by questionable aesthetical values and a potential to put at risk
national musical heritage as well as to corrupt audience’s taste, which was loudly ad-
vocated by the most acclaimed musicians, literary critics and the Theatre’s officials in
the early 1900s (see more in Vesi¢ forthcoming; Milanovi¢ 2019; Markovi¢ 2021),
served as a starting point for the post-WWI Theatre’s managements and, since 1920,
strongly affected the repertoire policy (Markovi¢ 2021; Vesi¢ 2022, 216-217). De-
spite certain exceptions, the decision not to open Belgrade’s biggest and most heavi-
ly subsidised theatre to the “light”, entertaining and popular works such as operettas
was consistently upheld throughout the interwar period and, undoubtedly, it strong-
ly determined the fate of operetta performances in the Yugoslav capital.

As will be discussed in the following sections, it was not until the Ministry of
Education with its specialised bodies came to the conclusion that it was necessary
to cut the budget for regional theatres and to dissolve their operetta ensembles, that
Belgrade was given a chance to host a relatively permanent operetta company with
regular performances and respectable repertoire. Owing to the misfortune of op-
eretta artists primarily from Osijek’s Theatre, and to a lesser extent to the National
Theatre of Novi Sad, which all became redundant by 1 April 1927, an unexpected
opportunity suddenly appeared for the Belgrade inhabitants — to have their own op-
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eretta company after a two-decades-long break.? The fateful series of events during
the spring of 1927 marked the beginning of a new era for operetta staging in this part
of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes (SCS) with numerous challenges as
well as the more-or-less favourable periods. In general, it is possible to discern three
phases in the history of operetta staging in Belgrade before World War Two. The
most prosperous were the first few years of a newly established company, followed
in 1929 by a gathering of similar ensembles, and, after 1930, with marked instability.
Between 1931 and 1935 the original ensemble and its “derivatives” were no longer
active, but several other groups of operetta artists held occasional performances. Fi-
nally, from 1936 to late 1937 the revival of this segment of the cultural sphere was
quite noticeable, owing to the appearance of some very ambitious and diligent com-
panies. From 1938 until the outbreak of WWII in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, oper-
etta performances in Belgrade were not taking place regularly and were the result of
the work of smaller ensembles.

The staging of the operetta in interwar Belgrade will be presented taking into
consideration not only the aforementioned phases, but also other important factors
that influenced this process. In the first place, it is necessary to point to the cultural
policy of the Ministry of Education which was under great influence of the manage-
ment of Belgrade National Theatre and its financial, artistic and social objectives at
the time. Another important phenomenon was the development of entertainment
and mass media spheres in the Kingdom of SCS/Yugoslavia that offered the Yugo-
slav audience new possibilities to enjoy operetta pieces and operetta music. The re-
construction of the presence of this genre in interwar Belgrade and the numerous
obstacles that it faced is based on the data collected from archival material and press
and periodicals published in Belgrade, Zagreb and Novi Sad.

THE (RE)BIRTH OF OPERETTA PERFORMANCES IN BELGRADE
AFTER THE GREAT WAR:
FROM OCCASSIONAL EXPERIMENTS TO STEADIER EFFORTS

As the horror and traumas of the Great War that had struck a large part of the
population of the newly established Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes slowly
evaporated from both the individual and collective consciousness, a strong desire to
redeem the unimaginable personal, physical, emotional, material and national losses
became manifest, particularly in the swift rise of the sphere of entertainment. Just a
few years after the truce was signed between the Kingdom of SCS and its neighbour-
ing countries, there was a sudden upsurge of places where popular music, dance and
silent movies could be enjoyed, particularly in urban areas. This was most character-
istic of the biggest Yugoslav urban centers including Belgrade, which was the only
one among them that was strongly affected by wartime horrors. The rapid growth

2 This topic will be discussed in detail in the following section. On staging of operetta before WWI in
Belgrade National Theatre see Vesi¢ forthcoming; Milanovi¢ 2019; Markovi¢ 2021.
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of its entertainment sector can be traced through press reports, announcements and
advertisements, but also via occasionally published statistical records. According to
one of the earliest records, dating from 1923, the visiting of cinemas, concerts and
variety bars and cabarets doubled in comparison to 1922; furthermore, the most
favoured pastime of Belgraders was watching silent movies and going to the vari-
ety bars and cabarets, whereas theatrical performances were less popular (Anony-
mous 1923b). Football matches were also widely popular. Similar trends could be
observed throughout the 1920s, including the primacy of cinemas, but also the pop-
ularity of various other venues that offered dancing and live music — from traditional
folk music to modern dance and schlager tunes.?

Despite favourable circumstances in Belgrade’s entertainment sphere in the early
1920s and onwards, more continuous performances of operettas appeared for the
first time in 1925. Owing to the efforts of Vojislav Turinski, a longstanding actor and
lyric tenor of the Belgrade National Theatre, who was approaching his retirement,
the private theatre Slobodno pozoriste [Free Theatre] was founded in January that
year and officially opened in February with a repertoire consisting mostly of “com-
edies and light music” (Anonymous 1925a). Turinski thought that it was necessary
to complement the programming of state-supported theatres, which was “too strict-
ly defined”, and to introduce the audience to different, more entertaining types of
theatre plays. Turinski’s theatre revived Mamzelle Nitouche, a vaudeville-operetta,
that had previously been staged in Belgrade’s National Theatre during the season
1908/1909, and prepared Emmerich Kélmén’s Ein Herbstmanéver (1909) (Anony-
mous 1925b; 1925¢). After many repeated performances of these works from Feb-
ruary to April 1925, the theatre was suddenly closed and another operetta company,
led by operetta artists Vera Burago Balaban and Ivan Dinulovi¢, tried to follow in
their footsteps. The new Belgrade Operetta company (Beogradska Opereta) gave its
first performances in June 1925 in the same location as Turinski’s company - the
hall of cinema Uranija. The repertoire that was prepared encompassed six operettas,*
but only one was performed in front of the Belgrade audience. Probably the dispute
between the owner of the building in which Uranija cinema hall was placed and its
unnamed tenant that culminated at the time Burago Balaban’s and Dinulovi¢’s com-
pany started their work resulted in the cancelling of performances.

It was not before early 1927 that the lovers of popular musical Theatre were given
the opportunity to regularly enjoy operetta plays once again. This time, it was ow-
ing to the guest performance of the operetta company of Osijek National Theatre in
early February, as well as in late March and early April 1927. The first and second
encounters of the Osijek company with the Belgrade audience were very succes-
sful, as comments from the press suggested. Notwithstanding the very modest fi-

3 This topic is partially discussed in Babovi¢ 2018 and Vesi¢ 2022.

4 The list of works that were planned to be staged was made known to the authorities of the Arts
Department of the Ministry of Education in the plea of Belgrade Operetta proprietors. See AY, 66-599-
995, 6 June 1925.

S Cf. Anonymous 1925d.
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nances, equipment and scenery, this company showed great discipline and “taught
alesson to our disheveled and disorderly opera community” (S[tanislav].V[inaver].
1927). Its performances of Oscar Nedbal’s Polenblut (1913), Offenbach’s La belle
Helene (1864) and Oscar Strauss’ Die Teresina (1925), as well as Granichstaedten’s
Der Orlow (1925), Kédlméan's Grifin Mariza (1924), Ralph Benatzky’s Adieu Mimi
(1926) and others were warmly welcomed and applauded by the thrilled audience
of the crowded Manjez and Luksor halls. Probably none of the present spectators
could have predicted that this ensemble, or at least its larger part, would soon be
transformed into a permanent, Belgrade-based operetta company. But, as soon as
the news of the dissolvement of all operetta companies of the regional state-subsi-
dised Theatres in the Kingdom of SCS reached the Yugoslav capital,® the manage-
ment of the former Osijek operetta ensemble decided to ask for permission to create
a private operetta theatre in Belgrade. The decision of the Arts Department of the
Ministry of Education was positive, and a company from Osijek was able to perform
throughout May and June 1927 at the Kleridz [Claridges] terrace. At first it seemed
that two important problems were finally solved — to create a stable operetta ensem-
ble in Belgrade, and to alleviate the socioeconomic burden of the dismissed Osijek
artists; but after only two weeks, an unforeseen difficulty emerged. The management
of the National Theatre in Belgrade filed a complaint to the Ministry of Education
expressing worries about the negative effects of operetta performances on the profits
and cultural mission of the National Theatre. As Ranko Mladenovi¢, a secretary of
the National Theatre in Belgrade, disclosed to the journalist of the daily Pravda, the
officials of the state theatre felt the need to point to the possible “lowering of the
quality of repertoire” and their duty to “save the audience from the frivolous music”
(M. R. 1927). The managers of the Belgrade operetta company were appalled by
such a move, stating that their company “cannot represent a threat of any kind to the
National Theatre, since even if the owner of Claridges decided to screen the films,
the same audience would come — without great artistic expectations, who loves to
sit by their tables and have a dinner, either in the hall or at the terrace, just as it did
with Brana’s Theatre [Brana Cvetkovi¢’s popular Theatre, 1. V.] whose work was not
banned despite larger attendance” (Ibid). They also reminded of the possibility to
open both private and state theatres in the towns with more than 100,000 inhabi-
tants, which was granted by Article 144 of the Regulation on the National Theatre.
The reasonable request of the operetta officials not to leave more than fifty artists
unemployed and to offer a repertoire that is not performed in any other Belgrade
theatre was opposed by the set of very unpersuasive arguments, deeply grounded in

6  The problem of supporting regional theatres was discussed by the Ministry of Education for several
years. It started in 1923 when several solutions for reforming these theatres were presented to the
public. This topic was revived again in 1926, but this time the focus was on the necessity to suppress
operetta performances in regional theatres as they were aesthetically inadequate, particularly those of
composers from Vienna and Budapest. Finally, in 1927 a decision was made to dissolve all operetta
companies in regional theatres, and it was to be put into effect on 1 April 1927. See Anonymous 1923a;
AY, 66-619-1029.
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the two-decades-long anti-operetta narrative.” Finding himself “between the ham-
mer and the anvil”, Milan Dimovi¢, Minister of Education, in cooperation with the
Arts Department, opted for a compromise — to let the operetta company perform a
month less than it was originally permitted (by 1 June 1927), and to return to Bel-
grade in July after a tour in the provinces (Anonymous 1927a).

It seems that the operetta company continued to perform on Belgrade’s Claridg-
es terrace throughout June, but also in July and August 1927, presenting a number
of mostly modern operetta works.® Before the opening of a new season 1927/1928,
the management of the company announced many novelties in the Belgrade press.
First of all, the performances were to be held in the Luksor Hall with a reconstruct-
ed stage and improved electric installations; the ensemble and choir were enlarged
and singers, actors and actresses for diverse leading roles were hired (Anonymous
1927b; 1927c). Moreover, Radoslav Vesni¢, the former director of Osijek operetta
took over the position of the manager instead of Vladimir Majheni¢, a very talented
tenor, who decided to leave the company. For the first time it was announced under
the title Beogradska Opereta [Belgrade Operetta] in the magazine Ilustrovani list and
it seemed that a new era in the history of operetta performing in Belgrade was about
to begin.’

THE “GOLDEN AGE” OF OPERETTA IN INTERWAR BELGRADE
(1927-1931)

Despite the fact that since the autumn of 1927 Belgrade audiences had regular
operetta performances after a long break and that Yugoslav capital hosted a perma-
nent professional operetta ensemble for the first time in its theatrical and cultural
life, there were many challenges ahead of the newly established private company.
From the very beginning there was a problem with finding a proper venue with the
adequate number of seats for winter and summer performances that could bring
sufficient profits. Apart from that, the ensemble was often burdened with internal
conflicts and frequent changes of personnel and there was a need for occasional large
investments in the renewal of scenery and costumes. Although it was not discussed
in the Belgrade press, two important members of the ensemble — Evka Mikuli¢ (one

7 This narrative started to develop in the beginning of the 20th century and was revived after the
Great War. See more in Vesi¢ 2018, 202-206, 244-259, 280-289; Vesi¢ forthcoming.

8 The list of performed works can be found in Appendix, Table 1.

9 Among the leading artists of this ensemble were: Evka Mikuli¢, Matilda Kralj, Paulina Jesi¢
(sopranos), Ivka Berkovi¢, Elza Radomska, Ms. Ostoji¢ (soubrettes), Puka Trbuhovi¢ (tenor and
director), Ivan Gorski, Franjo Kloko¢ki (tenors), Klemens Klemen¢i¢ (comedian dancer, director and
ballet choreographer), Mr. Radomski (comedian dancer), Stevan Dobri¢ (comedian and director),
Milan Odzi¢ (comedian), Mr. Sedlacek (conductor), Radoslav Vesni¢ (director). See Anonymous
1927c. See also Figure 1. On the biographies of aforementioned artists and others that will be
mentioned in the following sections see the electronic database Teatroslov of the Museum of Theatrical
Arts of Serbia: http://teatroslov.mpus.org.rs/teatroslov.php.
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Figure 1. The photographs of members of Belgrade Operetta, lustrovani list 29 (1927): 8.
Source: Digitalna NBS,
https://digitalna.nb.rs/view/URN:NB:RS:SD_77A524AED6CE4DEFDSS66E639C-
CA40C7-1927-B029.
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of the leading sopranos) and Stevan Dobri¢ (one of the leading actors) — became en-
gaged in Skopje National Theatre early in the season 1927/1928 and this, according
to their claims, led to a “decline of quality and revenues of the Belgrade Operetta”
(AY, 66-617-1023, March S, 1928). To prevent its further deterioration, Mikuli¢ de-
cided to return to Belgrade as a guest performer in December and January 1927 (Cf.
Anonymous 1927¢). At the same time, in order to try to provide more elaborate
costumes for the ensemble, its manager Radoslav Vesni¢ asked the Arts Department
of the Ministry of Education to allow him to buy part of the inventory of former
Osijek operetta with a 25 percent discount, but it is not known whether authorities
agreed or not.

That the atmosphere inside the operetta ensemble was far from harmonic was
proved at the beginning of the next year. In February 1928 information appeared
in Pravda about the initiative to open a new operetta theatre in Belgrade by several
former members of Osijek operetta which was declined by the Arts Department of
the Ministry of Education, and in March that year Stevan Dobri¢ and Evka Mikuli¢
sent another plea to this governing body. Soon after, Dobri¢ acquired permission to
open Veselo pozoriste [ The Jolly Theatre] in the hall of the Hotel Slavija, with the
repertoire based on comedies and popular plays (Cf. Anonymous 1928a), while Mi-
kuli¢ decided to leave Belgrade Operetta.'

Despite numerous difficulties, in the period between September 1927 and Sep-
tember 1928, the Belgrade Operetta ensemble presented 26 operettas, including 7
works by Franz Lehar, S works of Emmerich Kélman, 3 works of Leo Fall and Jean
Gilbert, and 2 works of Oscar Strauss, as well as 4 plays from the genres of comedy,
vaudeville or farce. The repertoire also encompassed 19*-century classical operet-
tas: Johann Strauss’ Die Fledermaus (1874) and Sidney Jones’ The Geisha (1896), as
well as one domestic operetta — Josif Rajheni¢ Raha’s Verenica njegovog velicanstva
(1925). Except in February and June 1928, the operetta ensemble performed ten
to sixteen operetta works per month, usually every day, and often in afternoon and
evening slots. Aside from the quantity and diversity of its repertoire, Belgrade oper-
etta was slowly but steadily gaining a good reputation among a number of Belgrade
theatregoers, along with the press and mass media. It was manifested in frequent re-
porting on its activities, and particularly the short tour that took place in April 1928.
In Zagreb-based Kulisa magazine, it was emphasized that there was “an unusually
great interest” in the performances of this company in Zemun and Novi Sad and that
it “achieved outstanding success” (Anonymous 1928b). Even the very critically in-
toned observations on the work of Belgrade Operetta such as those of the influential
Serbian composer and musicologist Miloje Milojevi¢, who belonged to the group
of intellectuals and artists that bitterly opposed operetta, indicated its “anchoring”

10 The news appeared in the magazine Kulisa with the following remarks: “The Belgrade Operetta
is undergoing a terrible blow. Ms. Evka Mikuli¢, its leading lady, left the ensemble due to certain
misunderstandings with the management. The Belgrade Operettalost one of its irreplaceable members,
with great musical and acting capabilities, who was highly esteemed by the audience” (Anonymous
1928¢).



129

IVANA VESIC
UNDER POLITICAL AND MARKET PRESSURES: THE STAGING OF OPERETTA IN INTERWAR BELGRADE

in the local cultural and theatrical life and the entertainment sphere. Discussing the
half-empty hall of the Belgrade National Theatre during the performances, Milo-
jevi¢, among other things, noted that: “it is kept silent that in the recent past there
were neither Operetta in Belgrade, nor Brana’s Theatre, two very popular institutions
among the young and inexperienced audience. Brana’s Theatre is a creation of its
own, it has its supporters and a right to exist. But that does not refer to Operetta
because it is taking away the musical audience and intoxicating them.” (Anonymous
19274).

After the very productive and dynamic 1927/1928 season, Belgrade Operetta’s
manager Radoslav Vesni¢ announced alot of innovations and fresh ideas for the next
season, particularly regarding the repertoire. They planned to stage the latest oper-
ettas of Fall, Kilman and Lehar — Die spanische Nachtigall (1920), Der Zarewitsch
(1927), Die Herzogin von Chicago (1928) — as well as the works of French and Yu-
goslav composers (see K. T. 1928). Moreover, the choir and ballet ensemble was
expanded and a new soloist, Marica Lubejeva, a former Maribor Operetta company
member “with exceptional vocal qualities” was hired (Ibid). As the performances of
part of the repertoire took place in September and early October there were signs of
problems “behind the scenes”, but after the farewell concert of Belgrade Operetta’s
longstanding soloists, Matilda Kralj and Ivan Gorski, on 12 October 1928 (Anon-
ymous 1928d), the crisis in this institution became quite pronounced. Suddenly,
there were no announcements of performances in the Belgrade press, and after 25
October 1928, names of new operetta companies started to appear without any spe-
cific references to the Belgrade Operetta, nor the explanation on its possible restruc-
turing. Only several months later, in an article published in daily Vreme, there was a
passing remark on the unexpected dismissal of Radoslav Vesni¢’s Operetta after his
“two years of honorable struggle with numerous difficulties” and the subdivision of
former ensemble into two competing companies (see N. 1929). It seems that part
of the original company led by Evka Mikuli¢ that rejoined Belgrade Operetta en-
semble in the summer of 1928, continued with performances between late October
and late November 1928 under the name “Operetta at Luksor Palace”. This company
also staged short operettas, sketches and varieties at the Claridges Hall (Anonymous
1928e; 1928f). By 19 November 1928, Belgrade Operetta (Operetta at Luksor Pal-
ace) was finally dissolved.

In the meantime, Mikuli¢, together with Stevan Dobri¢ and Aleksej Orlov asked
for permission to open Vodvilj-opereta [Vaudeville-operetta] (AY, 66-617-1023,
November 3, 1928), and, according to published announcements in Pravda, this
company started to perform in late November in the Claridges Hall naming itself
Operetta at Claridges.'' Shortly after, a former conductor of the National Theatre in
Belgrade, Jovan Srbulj, took the position of its musical director, and, later, a manager
(Anonymous 1928j; N. 1929). At the same time, the other group of artists from
the former Belgrade Operetta including Puka Trbuhovi¢, Marica Lubejeva, Elza
Radomska and others led by conductor and composer Josif Rajheni¢ Raha started

11 Itbecame advertised as Belgrade Operetta at Claridges since January 1929.
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to work on establishing a new company at the Luksor Hall. In early December they
published a call for children interested to take part in the performing of Kdlman’s
Die Herzogin von Chicago (1928) as well as ballet ensemble (Anonymous 1928g,
1928h). Only a few days later, a large and elegant advertisement appeared in the
most widely distributed daily in Belgrade — Politika, inviting the audience to attend
the opening of a new Modern Operetta at the Luksor Palace and enjoy the premiere
of the mentioned Kélmén’s work (Anonymous 1928i). On the basis of press reports,
the foundation of Modern Operetta was ambitiously planned and realised owing to
the efforts of Mika Risti¢, a former member of the National Theatre in Belgrade, who
decided to resign from his position in this state-subsidised institution and to focus
thoroughly on creating a stable and respectable private operetta company in the ca-
pital city of Yugoslavia (Anonymous 1928k). Risti¢ believed that Belgrade deserved
a serious private theatre, in particular an operetta theatre which would respect the
audience’s taste and serve as a basis for cultivating a domestic operetta production
— something he did not observe in the work of previous Belgrade Operetta. Relying
on the guidance of Branislav Nusi¢ and Stanislav Bini¢ki and the gathering of a group
of artists from the former Belgrade Operetta, the manager of Modern Operetta was
confident that this theatre would transform Belgrade’s entertainment and theatre
spheres.'

Only two months after the crisis inside Belgrade Operetta started to manifest
itself and its long-term manager Radoslav Vesni¢ resigned from his post, the Bel-
grade audience was given a chance to attend operetta productions by two permanent
companies, and to contribute to their effort to attract mass support and gain public
respect. Both companies were trying to offer lavish premieres of popular operetta
works, classical or modern, and to introduce the works of Yugoslav composers. Be-
tween late December 1928 and late January 1930, six new works were prepared.'?

The competition between the two companies ended abruptly by the end of Jan-
uary 1929 as Modern Operetta ceased to offer programmes after 22 January. Their
rival company, the Belgrade Operetta at Claridges, continued with performances un-
til the end of the winter and summer seasons (May and August 1929). Aside from
presenting some of the most popular works from the repertoire of its predecessor'
— the Belgrade Operetta — as well as its newly introduced pieces, this company also
prepared several premieres.”® It is noticeable that post-WWI operetta production

12 Cf. AY, 66-617-1023,26 November 1928.

13 Among them were Walter Pollo’s Olly-Polly (1925) (Modern Operetta, 24 December 1928),
Oscar Strauss’ Ein Waltzertraum (1907) (Belgrade Operetta at Claridges, 27 December 1928), Hervé’s
[Louis-August Florimond Ronger] Mam’zelle Nitouche (1883) (Modern Operetta, 4 January 1929),
Radoslav Kosmajac’s Igumanov greh (1928) (Belgrade Operetta at Claridges, early January 1929),
Haremska no¢ (Modern Operetta, 12 January 1929), and Leo Fall's Die Dollarprinzessin (1907)
(Belgrade Operetta at Claridges, 25 January 1929).

14 Among the performed operettas were Grfin Mariza, Die Teresina, Die Bajadere, Die Csdrddsfiirstin,
Der Orlow, Ein Herbstmanéver, Die Frau im Hermelin and Adieu Mimi.

1S These were Sre¢ko Albini’s Baron Trenck (1908) (27 February 1929), Maurice Yvaine’s Pas sur la
bouche (1925) (26 March 1929), Johann Strauss’ Der Zigeunerbaron (1885) (24 April 1929), Albert
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dominated the repertoire, but important steps were made to introduce more works
from the classical, 19"-century era, as well as the works of Yugoslav composers (al-
though very occasionally).

Considering a large number of performed operettas from the end of 1928 until
the beginning of the next 1929/1930 season, together with the representation of
newly-introduced works, often staged in Belgrade less than a year apart from their
world premieres, the Belgrade Operetta at Claridges was showing the signs of vital-
ity, ambition and determination to surpass the results of its predecessor. One of the
important novelties that was to contribute to the rise of public appreciation of this
company was the appearance of the first operetta reviews published in the daily Vre-
me.'¢ Although written more in the fashion of advertisements than standard reviews,
full of praise for both the composers of premiered operettas and the whole ensemble
of the Belgrade Operetta at Claridges, these texts opened the door for a more elabo-
rate and less-prejudiced understanding of this genre.

The functioning of Belgrade Operetta at Claridges between September 1929
and September 1930 continued on the dynamic established in the previous peri-
od: new works, either classical or latest hits, were appearing every month together
with those that were already performed by this company or its predecessor.'” At first,
only operetta works were being premiered,'® but since July 1930, when the compa-
ny settled at the terrace of Hotel Slavija, many comedies by German and Yugoslav
authors were also included in the repertoire.'” The ensemble was “refreshed” with
another female actress and singer, a Russian émigré Iraida Komarevska,* in August
1929 and during September there were guest performances of Vladimir Majheni¢
and Vienna-based singer Marina Obetkova (Anonymous 1929a). A very import-
ant moment in the history of this company, and the Belgrade operetta ensembles in
general, was the first large-scale tour that encompassed part of the “Serbian south”
and the Adriatic Coast. The tour started in October 1929 and lasted one month. It
included performances in Leskovac, Ni§, Dubrovnik, Sibenik and Susak with the
suport of King’s Guard Orchestra. Press report published in Vreme emphasized the

Szirmai’s Alexandra (1925) (9 May 1929), Oscar Strauss’ Hochzeit in Hollywood (1928) (4 June 1929),
Carl Zoeller’s Der Vogelhéndler (21 June 1929), Paul Abraham et al. Zenebona (1928) (10 July 1929),
Edmond Audran’s La mascotte (1880) (18 July 1929) and Henri Christiné’s Phi-Phi (1918) (2 August
1929).

16  The reviews were written by certain “Macready”and the first text of that kind appeared after the
premiere of Alexandra (see Macready 1929).

17 The works that were revived from the period of Belgrade Operetta were the following: Die
spanische Nachtigall, Frasquita, Die Zirkusprinzessin, Das Hollandweibchen, Der Graf von Luxemburg and
Die keusche Susanne.

18 Themostimportant was the introducing of Maurice Yvain's Bouche d Bouche (1925) (10 September
1929), Robert Stolz’s Prinzessin Ti-Ti-Pa (1928) (27 September 1929), Franz Lehér’s Paganini (1925)
(1S January 1930) and Der Zarewitsch (1927) (4 February 1930).

19  Between July and September 1930 several comedies and revues were prepared: Vojislav Turinski’s
Soni boj (1930?), Franz Arnold and Ernst Bach’s Die spanische Fliege (1913 ), Kurt Getz's Hokus Pokus, etc.
20 'Theartist’s surname was sometimes written as Komarovska both in the local press at the time and
in the Museum of Theatrical Arts database.
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compliments that were given to conductors Jovan Srbulj and Jaroslav Pleciti as well
as to leading singers, actors and actresses: Evka Mikuli¢, Iraida Komarevska, Paulina
Jesi¢, Ivka Berkovi¢, BPuka Trbuhovi¢, Stevan Dobri¢, Milan Odzi¢, Ivan Gorski, and,
above all, to a dancer Lola Dragnjevi¢. As the journalist of Vreme stated: “Operetta
did not have much success inside the borders of Serbia because people were not in-
formed about its guest performing. By contrast, success was immense in the south,
in Dubrovnik, Split, Sibenik and Susak, where artists decided to stay longer than it
was originally planned.” (Anonymous 1929b)

After this first larger tour and following months of diligent work in the renovated
and adapted Claridges Hall, the ensemble of Belgrade Operetta was preparing for
another series of performances outside Belgrade — this time in the towns of Vojvodi-
na and Slavonija (Anonymous 1930a). Unlike the previous undertaking, there were
no reports on the reception of this ensemble in “northern” urban centers that were,
similarly to Dalmatian towns, familiar with operetta repertoire and had a long his-
tory of hosting operetta companies. Also, no explanations were given regarding the
sudden relocation of the Belgrade Operetta — first, from Claridges to Luksor Hall,
and then to the Hotel Slavija’s terrace. Despite the relatively smooth unfolding of
the summer season and some reinforcement of the ensemble,* a plea that Jovan Sr-
bulj wrote to the Minister of Education in August 1930 pointed to serious material
problems that burdened the performances of Belgrade Operetta and prevented its
development. As he stated:

I was obsessed with the idea to preserve and develop this type of entertaining art,
necessary in every town, in order not to allow our Belgrade, the capital of the great
Yugoslavia, to lag behind other urban centres. I went even further by supporting our
domestic artists, writers and composers and giving them a chance to present their
original work on my stage.

Mr. Minister, the personal finances that I used to cover the expenses of Operetta are
not available anymore, and the revenues from performances are only sufficient to
make up for the salaries of artists and other costs. As a private company, the Belgrade
Operetta does not enjoy any privileges of the subsidised theatres, and, consequently,
I am obliged to pay all the levies such as taxes on tickets, communal, district and
regional fees, state tax, police etc. I have invested all my capital into the scenery, cos-
tumes and musical scores. Therefore, I feel free to ask you Mr. Minister to give me
the possibility to continue with my work by awarding [my Operetta] a subsidy that
is available to many our theatres in the province. After you consider all the details, I
would kindly request a monthly subsidy in order to let me keep my operetta company
in the future. Otherwise, its further functioning will be put at risk. (AY, 66-359-599,
13 August 1930)

21 Among the new artists that were engaged in Belgrade Operetta in the summer of 1930 important
place belonged to the young and talented conductor Alfred Pordes as well as the young ballet dancer
Kaca Dej. See Anonymous 1930b.
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Without a positive response from the Minister, the Belgrade Operetta was slow-
ly dissolving and was finally closed in the second half of January 1931. There were
attempts to postpone this process and to give this company a financial impetus to
continue to perform primarily via a long tour across towns of Vojvodina that lasted
from October to December 1930 (Anonymous 1930c; 1930d), but, obviously, with-
out success. After a short-term establishment of a permanent operetta ensemble in
October 1931, the Belgrade audience had to wait for another four years to be able
to attend regular operetta performances again.

OCCASIONAL STAGINGS OF OPERETTAS IN BELGRADE (1931-1935)

Although no permanent operetta company was established for years in Yugoslav
capital, its inhabitants were given the possibility to enjoy quality operetta shows and
to witness the staging of some of the most recent operetta works mainly through
guest performances of Yugoslav and foreign companies. Among them, the most
prestigious were the ensembles of the famous Austrian Theater an der Wien, as well
as the Operetta of the National Theatre in Zagreb (Zagreb Operetta) that visited Bel-
grade several times between 1930 and 1933, mostly during the summer season (July
and August). Theater an der Wien first encounter with the Belgrade audience took
place in July and August 1930 (24 July — 1 August), when the Belgrade Operetta was
still actively participating in the local cultural life. This was a chance to present some
less-known operetta works such as Egon Neumann’s Viermal Ehe (1930), Franz Le-
hér’s Friihlingsmddel (1928) and Willy Engel-Berg’s Die dumme Liebe (1920) as well
as to display stage skills of Theater an der Wien ensemble, in particular its leading
lady Margarete Slezak. Under the impression of this visit, Slezak, together with the
composer and conductor Egon Neumann and part of this theatre’s company decided
to return to Belgrade in the summer of 1931 (Anonymous 1931b). This time they
prepared a special surprise for the audience — an operetta work that contained tunes
by a Yugoslav composer (Stanislav Bini¢ki) and whose action takes place in Dalma-
tia”® — and they were giving performances between 15 and 23 August.

Part of the Zagreb operetta ensemble decided to spend their summer vacation by
presenting operettas, comedies and variety programmes in Belgrade in August 1931

22 Theannouncement of the re-establishment of the permanent operetta theatre appeared in October
1931 on the basis of the initiative of Stevan Dobri¢, a former member of Belgrade Operetta ensembles,
who was also a founder of operetta company Miniatura [ The Miniature] that gave performances during
February and March 1931. Dobri¢ gathered a group of artists including Ivka Berkovi¢, Irena Astrova,
Ms. Ackova, Franjo Klokocki and Klemens Klemenci¢ and started with preparations for Ralf Erwin’s
Ich betriig” Dich nur aus Liebe (1929) that was already premiered in Belgrade by a group of artists from
Theater an der Wien led by Margarete Slezak. The opening was scheduled for 17 October 1931, at the
Claridges Hall. Despite a very affirmative response to the efforts of Stevan Dobri¢ and his company
and a strong belief that the Belgrade audience will finally be able to listen to plays it appreciates the
most in nicely staged performances, after two months of regular performances, this operetta theatre
was dissolved in December 1931. See Anonymous 1931¢; K. J. 1931.

23 Mondnacht in Dalmatien (1931).
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at the time when this urban center experienced an almost six-months long interrup-
tion in operetta performances. Their eleven days stay (1-11 August) was announced
in the local press with a lot of enthusiasm and expressions of admiration towards the
leading artists — Margareta and Dejan Dubaji¢ — who were called “the best inter-
preters of modern operetta works and popular schlagers”. Another Zagreb operetta
“star”, Vlaho Paljetak was described as “one of those singers that can seduce masses.
Songs that he performs spread on the streets immediately and become popular in all
categories of consumers” (Anonymous 1931a). Among the various types of plays
and evening shows they prepared, there was also Robert Stolz’s operetta. Next year,
the same group of artists presented their repertoire at Kolarac terrace (4 - 16 July
1932). The journalist of the magazine Kulisa observed that this guest performing
came “at the right time, because something new and interesting was necessary. The
Belgrade audience is eager to watch operetta performances. They appreciate this
type of art that does not have interpreters in their own town. The National Theatre
without an operetta ensemble such as the Belgrade Theatre created a great gap in the
local artistic life. Zagreb artists were given a warm-hearted welcome. Particularly the
well-known Paljetak, Cili¢ and Dubaji¢” ([Cvetkovi¢] 1932).

Unlike the first two times, the third guest performance of Zagreb Operetta was
conceived much more ambitiously and meticulously. As a result, the whole ensem-
ble was engaged in Belgrade from 8 to 17 July 1933, and many operetta pieces from
their standard repertoire were planned to be performed. Most of them had never
been staged in Belgrade before.* Because of the great interest of the audience and
many pressures on the management of the National Theatre in Belgrade, Zagreb
artists were given the opportunity to perform on the main stage of this Theatre,*
and to prolong their stay for another seven days (Anonymous 1933a). One of the
most important moments was, irrefutably, the long-awaited premiere of Ivo Tijar-
dovi¢’s popular Mala Floramye (1926) on 23 July 1933 with Marica Lubejeva and
Milan Sepec in the leading roles. This work whose performance was planned and
announced several years earlier by the management of Belgrade Operetta at Clar-
idges/Slavija (July 1930) was received with “much appreciation” in the crowded
hall of the National Theatre and some schlagers and ballet numbers “were repeated”
(Anonymous 1933b).

That a two-week long stay of Zagreb Operetta left a deep mark in Belgrade’s cul-
tural life, mesmerizing the audience and infatuating them with many schlagers and
tunes they had a chance to hear was evidenced by a Belgrade journalist who gave a
witty insight into this guest performance from the perspective of the local history of
operetta staging:

The initiative [for regular operetta staging] germinated several times, sometimes in
the larger forms that gave hard times to the proponents of the so-called ‘art of the

24  Among them were Bernhard Griin's Bshmische Musikanten (1930), Paul Abraham’s Viktoria und
ihr Husar (1930), Ralph Benatzky’s Die drei Musketiere (1929) and Im weissen Rdss! (1930), and Lehdr’s
Das Land des Lichelns.

25 Their performances before 17 July were taking place at the Guard’s House in Top¢ider.
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higher rank’ - to people who usually did not watch plays of either higher or lower
quality (except maybe their own works). Their concerns were groundless. Without
the possibility to fully blossom, the operetta flowers faded. But these days they grow
pompously in Belgrade owing to the guest performing of the Zagreb Operetta. The
Belgrade audience likes operettas, and schlagers are sung incessantly. One comes and
leaves the operetta by humming the tunes — if this is not interrupted by the wor-
ry about public transportation. And this humming continues in crowded trams and
buses after the evening performances in the theatre hall of the Guard’s House. ‘Once
again give me your hand for forgiveness’ This aria from Viktoria und ihr Husar is sung
so many times [ ... ]. It is pleasant to hum arias that can be easily memorized. Nobody
sings anything from Wagner’s Parsifal. But from Im weissen Réssl...Oh, always! (H.
1933).

Another interesting aspect regarding Zagreb Operetta’s groundbreaking perfor-
mances in Belgrade was the fact that the management of National Theatre in Belgrade
let the company use its main stage instead of the stage at the “periphery” (Vracar)
which cultivated a “lighter” repertoire. This unusual move was not discussed in
public, but it was, in a certain way, prompted by certain controversial decisions of
this theatre’s officials made a year before. Namely, after years of anti-operetta cam-
paigning by its leading personnel, the news of the premiere of Johann Strauss’ most
popular work, Die Fledermaus, on the main stage of the Theatre in December 1932,
left Belgrade audiences stupefied.”® The most vocal in expressing their dissatisfac-
tion were the influential music critics and policy-makers that were unable to find any
justification for such a broadening of repertoire.” Breaking with the decades-long
tradition of not staging operetta works was heavily criticised even though Strauss’
work belonged to the classical period of this genre and stood in sharp contrast with
modern, schlager and revue operettas. Explanations of Theatre’s officials on this in-
stitution’s serious financial problems and accumulated debt were not accepted by
the offended anti-operetta proponents. Still, it is obvious that the exception that was
created with Die Fledermaus prepared the ground for the Zagreb company’s perfor-
mances on the main stage of the National Theatre and made them less problematic
than they would have looked like just a year before.

26 Before Die Fledermaus was premiered and repeated on the National Theatre’s main stage, the so-
called “stage by the monument”, another classical, 19*-century operetta, Hervé's Mamzelle Nitouche,
was also performed but only several times (March 1931). Soon after, it was transposed to the Vracar
stage.

27  See Vesi¢ 2018, 284. The most important in this respect was a heated debate between composer,
music critic, and at that time music referee of the Arts Department, Petar Krsti¢, with Milan Predié¢,
manager of the National Theatre in Belgrade, via a series of writings published in the daily Pravda in
December 1932. The debate showed the double standards of the management of the National Theatre
when it comes to operetta performances — namely, despite the longstanding harsh criticism of this
genre, when the material status of this institution started to deteriorate, aesthetical (and political)
reasons suddenly lost their validity. At the same time, it was clear that Petar Krsti¢, who was among the
creators of anti-operetta narrative in the early 20" century, had not changed his views for a millimetre.
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While inserting classical operetta on the repertoire of National Theatre could
hardly compensate for the lack of permanent theatre company in Yugoslav capital,
many new modes of consuming operetta works and their musical parts became avail-
able to the audience since 1929 and 1930. Among the most important was the open-
ing of Radio Belgrade which aired a number of shows with “light and operetta” mu-
sic either via live performances or by reproduction of gramophone records. At first,
Radio Quartet was regularly playing instrumental excerpts from popular operettas,
but then, in July 1929, Radio Orchestra took over the presenting of numbers from
works of Lehér, Millocker, Suppé, Kalmdn, Johann Strauss, Oscar Strauss, Robert
Stolz, Bruno Granichstaedten and many others. Radio management also introduced
regular live performances of operetta arias that were, by the autumn of 1930, mostly
realized by the members of Belgrade Operetta and Belgrade Operetta at Claridg-
es/Slavija such as Paulina Jesi¢, Evgenije Gabajev, Zlata and Puka Trbuhovi¢, Iraida
Komarevska, Ivan Gorski, Milan Odzi¢, and Jaroslav Pleciti.*® An interesting novelty
was introduced in 1934, 1936, 1937 and 1940 programming with live performances
of complete operetta works such as Die Teresina, Das Hollandweibchen, Die Bajadere,
Die Polenblut, Der Vogelhdndler, Baron Trenck with Jovan Srbulj conducting.

Another fruitful source for apprehending the operetta productions were sound
movies which since 1930 became dominant in Belgrade cinemas. Already in the ear-
liest stages of the development of this new type of media, operetta works from the
past were a great inspiration and a cornerstone for film creations, which was also
characteristic of the silent movie era. Particularly German film companies were very
keen on creating adaptations of popular operettas of pre-WWI and post-WWI time
and, as a result, dozens of films were released during the 1930s that were grounded
on operetta works. Most of them were screened in Belgrade cinema halls with sev-
eral months or more of delay.”” Given the fact that the majority of these adaptations
were released in 1934 and 1935 — when Belgrade was left without regular operetta
performances even during the summer season — this could serve as compensation.

ATTEMPTS TO (RE)ESTABLISH A STABLE OPERETTA COMPANY
(1936-1938)

After a series of unsuccessful projects aiming at establishing regular operetta per-
formances that took place in 1934*° and 1935, there was finally a sign of changing

28 These shows appeared under the title “Operetski ¢as” [Operetta Hour] or “Operetsko vece”
[Operetta Evening].

29 See Table 2 in Appendix.

30 For the 1934 summer season, a director Emil Nadvornik, founded an operetta company that gave
performances at Kolarac terrace. The company included mostly Slovenian artists such as Ksenija Maja,
Sonja Florjanc¢i¢, Erna Moharjeva, Belizar Sancin, Anton Harastovi¢ and others and was active between
the end of June and the beginning of September 1934. Their repertoire was based on only one work —
Otmar Hofer’s Ljubavni gas [ The Love’s Energy]. See AY, 66-359-599, 1934.

31 During May 1935 a Russian drama company led by Julija Rakitina with artists such as Ksenija
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circumstances in the autumn of 1936. According to archival documents, the former
manager and conductor of the Belgrade Operetta at Claridges/Slavija decided to
give another try to the idea of creating a permanent operetta company. As early as
in August 193S Srbulj wrote to the Arts Department of the Ministry of Education
asking for permission to found an operetta theatre in Belgrade on the basis of the
Law on Tax Exemption (AY, 66-359-599, 9 August 1935). He was willing to engage
only Yugoslav artists and believed that his own artistic results including his work as
an opera conductor in the National Theatre, as well as a conductor at Radio Belgrade
and the Obili¢ Academic Choral Society, could serve as a guarantee of the quality of
performances of the future Belgrade Operetta. Although the response from the Min-
istry was positive together with the opinion of managers of National Theatre who
admitted for the first time since the post-WWI years they did not have jurisdiction
to approve or dissaprove the foundation of other theatres in Yugoslav capital,** there
are no data on the functioning of Srbulj’s operetta company in this period. A similar
plea was sent to the same institution a year later, in October 1936, this time with a
request for acquiring a status of a privileged theatre company (povlaséeno pozoriste)
which was approved (AY, 66-359-599, 1 October 1936). Only several days later an
announcement appeared in Belgrade press regarding the ceremonial opening of the
Belgrade Operetta with a popular Hervé’s work Mam’zelle Nitouche on the reper-
toire and a guest performance of a famous soprano Mimi Balkanska in the hall of
the Russian House [Ruski dom] (Anonymous 1936¢). Balkanska also participated
in the premiere of Kalman’s Silva (1915) on 25 October 1936 by the newly-found-
ed ensemble. Aside from the news on premieres and performed works along with
company’s touring and guest performances, there were occasional overviews of its
artistic quality that were mostly not affirmative. Konstantin Atanasijevi¢, a critic of
the daily Vreme who followed the opening performances of a new company was dis-
appointed with its artistic results, finding the male choir “undisciplined”, the female
choir “unprepared” and the ballet group so modest “it could not perform on the pro-
vincial stage”. Atanasijevi¢ did not predict a bright future for this company, finding
Jovan Srbulj’s attempt to be “imbued with dilettantism” and, as such, destined to fail
(Atanasijevi¢ 1936).

Sibirjakova, Nataga Strahova (compére), Evgenije Marijasec and Nikola Vasiljev’s jazz orchestra started
with performances of revue-operetta Koracaj kroz Zivot. The ensemble continued with their work later
that year and during January 1936 they premiered classical Offenbach’s La Périchole (1868) translated
into Serbian with Evka Mikuli¢ in the leading female role at Luksor Hall. See Anonymous 1935; 1936a.
32 'The regular practice of the Arts’ Department particularly during 1920s and early 1930s was to
ask the management of National Theatre in Belgrade for the opinion regarding giving permissions for
all types of private theatres. This step was completely unnecessary and was not in compliance with
local regulations. The Arts Department was the only body inside the Ministry of Education that was
responsible for defining and applying theatrical policies in the country including its capital city and no
other intermediaries were required. The involvement of the management of Belgrade National Theatre
in the process of granting permissions for private, mostly popular theatres, was significant and often
resulted in withholding them a right to work and gain profits.
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The most important moments in the first months of the revived Belgrade Oper-
etta included a tour to Subotica (November 1936), a guest performance of the fa-
mous Yugoslav film diva Rakel Davido (December 1936, Der Orlow) and a premiere
of a domestic operetta Bosanska ljubav [Bosnian Love] composed by Alfred Pordes
and written by Blanka Chudoba (22 December 1936).3* After a relatively promis-
ing start, the company made a break in January and February 1937 and the reason
was the problem with the hall of the Russian House that was not available all the
time, neither for performances nor for rehearsals (Anonymous 1937a). Srbulj and
his company had to wait for the transfer to Luksor Hall that had better conditions
for operetta staging. Finally, the season could be continued in March 1937, and for
that purpose the management decided to bring more spectacular works on stage and
to engage acclaimed Yugoslav artists. The grand re-opening was initiated with the
premiere of Paul Abraham’s Ball im Savoy (1932) (1 March 1937) that included the
guest performance of Zagreb Opera member Slobodan Zivojinovi¢. This time the
critic of Vreme, in addition to some minor complaints, concluded that “the evening
before, it was evident that Belgrade has an excellent basis, excellent actors and en-
semble that someone selected really skillfully”**

The promising start was solidified in the following weeks and months owing
to introducing of some of the most important Yugoslav operetta works such as Ivo
Tijardovi¢’s Mala Floramye (10 April 1937), as well as the earlier and latest oper-
etta “breakthroughs”?s Besides, the ensemble was reinforced with a director Ferdo
Delak, “one of our best modernist operetta directors” who was also known for his
work on documentary films (Anonymous 1937b). In June 1937 the complete re-
organisation of Belgrade Operetta took place and as a result one of its leading sing-
ers, Iraida Komarevska, became “the first female Theatre manager in our country”
(B. F. 1937). Komarevska announced the opening of the summer season on 1 July
1937 at the Claridges terrace, underlying that, although the ensemble could already
start giving performances, they decided they should not “present to the audience
some mediocre plays” (Ibid). Along with Ferdo Delak who was engaged as a director
and Jovan Srbulj who was responsible for the quality of musical performance, there
were also artists that entertained the spectators in the previous months.** The new
works were planned to be introduced into the repertoire aside from those that were

33 'The artists that took part in the performance of this work were: Ivka Berkovi¢, Tatjana Hitrina,
Ms. Vuli¢evié, Dino Ljubisi¢, Dragutin Levak, Josip Bakoti¢, Milan Odzi¢, etc. See Anonymous 1936e.
34  Aside from Zivojinovi¢, there were also Iraida Komarevska, Tatjana Hitrina, Ivan Durdevi¢, Josip
Bakoti¢, Milan Odzi¢, and a step dancer Mr. Moreno. See Atansijevi¢ 1937.

35 Among the new operetta works were Lehar’s Die lustige Witwe (190S) (premiered on 24 March
1937), Michael (Mihaly) Eisenmann’s Ein Kuss und sonst gar nichts (1933) (premiered on 17 April
1937), Oscar Strauss’ Die Teresina (1925) (9 May 1937; this work was on the repertoire of the first
Belgrade Operetta), Nikola Vasiljev’s (Russian émigré composer settled in Belgrade) Pesma Tahitija
[Songs of Tahiti] (1937?) (15 May 1937; see Lj. B. 1937).

36 Among them were Komarevska, Tatjana Hitrina, Dino Ljubisi¢, Bozidar Vranicki, Ivan Purdevi¢,
Josip Bakoti¢, Milan Odzi¢, but also Ivka Berkovi¢ and Rakela Ferari.
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regularly performed before June 1937.%” Despite the plans, the company postponed
the opening of the season to 31 July 1937 and changed its name to Kooperativna
beogradska opereta [Cooperative Belgrade Operetta]. This step was announced in
the plea of the theatre’s management Iraida Komarevska, Ivan Purdevi¢ and Bozidar
Vranicki to the Arts” Department which was approved and, as a result, their theatre
was given a status of a priviledged theatre (AY, 66-359-599).

The grand opening included the premiere of Jara Benes’ Der heilige Antonius (31
July) for which the ensemble took serious preparations. It is not clear whether Jo-
van Srbulj remained in the ensemble, since only the names of Nikola Vasiljev and
Jaroslav Pleciti appeared in the press announcements as resident conductors. The
impressions of the performance were positive, particularly regarding the work of
Ferdo Delak and a guest dancer — Rod Riffler (Rudolf Ungar) (Anonymous 1937d).
It was expected that this company would be “a great entertainment for Belgrade in-
habitants” (Ibid). Still, after several weeks of work in the Claridges terrace whose
rental was, according to testimonies of the company’s leading artists Ivan Durdevi¢
and Tatjana Hitrina (Anonymous 1937e, 1937f), very costly and represented a great
burden to the functioning of Cooperative Belgrade Operetta, along with rainy Au-
gust evenings that discouraged the audience, and after the opening of the winter
season in the Russian House, in October 1937, this theatre was dissolved. Although
no notices on its closure were published in Belgrade press, it can be assumed that
the main reason was the accumulated debt during the summer season, which also
resulted in the miserable incomes of artists. As one of them claimed: “everything else
ought to be paid, and when it comes to our salaries — only if anything is left. Often it
is nothing, but we are cheerful. The only hope is that warm summer nights will make
our costly terrace crowded. Aside from all our troubles, it is not rare that the owner
complains about the low consumption of coffee during performances. He tells that
to us. What can we say. Who should complain to whom. It should be better for us
and for him...”. (Anonymous 1937¢)

CONCLUDING REMARKS

In the years preceding the outbreak of the WWII in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia
(April 1941), there were numerous small-scale undertakings regarding operetta per-
formance, but none of them lasted more than a few months. Therefore, the long-last-
ing struggle to create a stable operetta theatre in Belgrade actually ended with the
dissolvement of the Cooperative Belgrade Operetta. Given the available data, there
are certain phenomena that ought to be outlined concerning a failure to firmly em-
bed operetta in Belgrade’s cultural and entertainment spheres. To begin with, it is
evident that the costs of production of operetta works were too high throughout
the interwar period and particularly before the mid-1930s due to heavy taxation of

37 The following works were planned to be premiered: Jara Bene§” Der heilige Antonius (1934), Paul
Abraham’s Die Blume von Hawaii (1931) and others, while the repertoire would also include Ball im
Savoy, Mala Floramye, Pesma Tahitija, Die lustige Witwe, Silva, etc. See Anonymous 1937c.
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the commercial segment of the cultural sphere. This problem was emphasised many
times by Jovan Srbulj in his pleas to the Arts Department and it undoubtedly repre-
sented a great obstacle to maintaining a quality ensemble and regularity of perfor-
mances. Taxation “methodology” was under the considerable influence of the Min-
istry of Education’s cultural policy and its approach to popular production, including
theatrical production. The idea that such products should be suppressed and not giv-
en a possibility to thrive was crucial to representatives of the Arts Department, most
of whom belonged to the Serbian cultural elite and who openly expressed resistance
to “commercial strivings” in cultural life. In this process, their most reliable allies
were managers of the National Theatre in Belgrade and its various departments, who
used every chance to point to the “low artistic quality” of many popular theatres
that emerged every now and then in the Yugoslav capital. Although cultural-policy
makers’ hostile attitude towards this part of the cultural sphere did not discourage
popular theatre companies to initiate performances, it surely had negative effects on
their profits. As a consequence, such companies were under great pressure to find
adequate performance space and to satisfy the audience’s expectations not only in
terms of repertoire but also regarding engaged artists, scenery, costumes, etc.

Another important factor that indisputably left a deep mark on the whole com-
mercial segment of the cultural sphere including the operetta performing was the
rapid rise of silent and then sound film consumption as well as the number of cine-
mas. According to some of the rare statistics on daily attendance of Belgrade cinemas
from 1924, approximately 3,000 people watched movies every day (Anonymous
1924). This number gradually grew despite economic crisis in the early 1930s. For
instance, in 1935 almost 2,640.000 cinema tickets were sold in Belgrade — on average
7,232 tickets per day (Anonymous 1936d). At the same time, Belgrade had 7 cine-
mas in 1925, but a decade later, in 1937, their number doubled (see M. A. N. 1937).
Aside from the constant rise of a number of cinemagoers and cinema visits as well
as the share of film consumers from the lower classes, other segments of Belgrade
entertainment sphere also underwent great expansion in the decade preceding the
WWIL. This was particularly characteristic for the domain of popular theatre, whose
very diverse embodiments were spreading rapidly in Belgrade’s central and periph-
eral districts.*®

The fierce competition in the commercial part of the cultural sphere, especially
during the second half of the 1930s, between the large number of small-scale pop-
ular theatres with cheap tickets and cinemas that were focused on the reruns of al-

38 Areport of the Viemejournalist from 1936 illustrates this phenomenon very compellingly: “While
press is commenting on the crisis in theatre, meanwhile in the number of Belgrade taverns there are
small theatres with their regular audience and rich ‘artistic repertoire’. Many former actors that cannot
find engagement, jobless sales assistants, would-be writers and other ‘socially unstable elements’ and
coffee-shop owners on the verge of collapse are trying to attract as many spectators as possible and
apart from the culinary delicacies and local beverages, offer entertainment in the form of popular
theatrical plays, farces, vaudevilles, comic operettas and other ‘artistic numbers. Such small theatres
exist in numerous Belgrade taverns and they give performances every night. You can find them both
at the periphery, and at the centre where a more wealthy audience is coming”. (Anonymous 1936b)
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ready premiered films at very affordable prices, probably contributed a lot to creat-
ing unfavourable conditions for the establishment of permanent operetta theatre in
Belgrade. Experiences from Belgrade at the time, as well as the majority of urban
centres in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, show that it was not easy to maintain more
elaborate theatrical performances, whether commercial or not, without the state
support of a different kind - via tax exemptions, regular subsidies or both. Although
the rigid approach of the state cultural policy-makers to operetta performance that
was typical in the 1920s softened in the next decade, without continual financial or
infrastructural support operetta companies could not overcome many challenges in
the expanding entertainment sector. This was hardly possible even for the most pres-
tigious state-supported national theatres in Belgrade, Zagreb and Ljubljana which
would probably end up in bankruptcy had not the so-called “theatre-tax” (1934)
been introduced.

Although many commentators on Belgrade cultural life pointed to the “bad luck”
of Belgrade operetta companies, as they could barely function for a longer time, it
was actually the result of generally adverse circumstances. At the time when the first,
more stable operetta company appeared in Belgrade in 1927 global spread of “me-
chanical music” (gramophone records, radio shows), and later sound film, brought
profound changes into the spheres of culture and entertainment, and the countries
at the periphery such as the Kingdom of SCS/Yugoslavia were not spared. Besides
the attractiveness of Belgrade cinemas, another powerful actor in this field became
Radio Belgrade. Although in its first years the number of radio subscribers was ap-
proximately less than 5% of Belgrade population, this station regularly aired music
from operettas in various formats — via live performances of instrumental or vocal
numbers, of whole operetta works and via excerpts from gramophone records. Add-
ing to all of that the lack of even “moral” support of state cultural policy-makers,
moreover, their anti-operetta stance throughout 1920s, the expectations of enthusi-
asts such as Radoslav Vesnic¢, Jovan Srbulj or Iraida Komarevska turned out to be too
optimistic and unrealistic. Still, their efforts were not insignificant. As the historical
reconstruction of work of several operetta companies in interwar Belgrade shows
the operetta scene was occasionally very dynamic, refreshing and it enriched local
entartainment and cultural spheres to a certain degree. It also contributed to the
artistic development of groups of singers, actors and dancers that played important
role in the spread of popular theatre throughout Yugoslavia before and after WWIL¥

39  On the Yugoslav interwar operetta scene see more in Weiss (ed.) 2021; on the development of
interwar operetta production and performing in various parts of the world see Belina and Scott (eds.)
2020.
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BAHA BECUR

ITop IPUTUCKOM MOAUTUKE U TPXKUIITA:
HU3BOBEILE OIIEPETE Y MEFYPATHOM Breorrapy

(PE3UME)

HcropujaT nocrasku onepera y beorpaay nHuje Besan 3a unctuTynmjy Hapoanor
MIO30PUIITA, TAAQ jEAHOT OA TPHjY IIeHTPAAHHX ITIO30PUIITA Ca 3HAYajHOM APXKABHOM
cybBennujoM. HeratusHu CTaBOBH KOje Cy IpeMa OBOM JKAaHPY jaCHO H3PaKaBAAH
MO30PHIIHY 3BAaHMYHUIM, aAM U BehuHa MysuYapa M My3HYKHMX CTPy4EaKa jOLI
noyeTkoM 20. BeKa y 6e0rpaACKoj CPEAMHH, OAPXKAAU Cy ce M HakOoH BeAukor para,
CTOra Cy KAYYHM HOCHIM HeroBe IIONMyAapu3aliuje OrAe IpHBaTHe IIO30pHIIHE
Tpyme u mozopuinta. Hajsaxxuuju sorahaj xoju je unuupao ¢popmupame TpajHuje
omepeTcke MHCTUTYyIMje y DBeorpapy 6maa je opsayka MuHucTapcTBa ImpocBeTe
Kpamesure CXC o pacopmupamy onepeTcKux TpyIa y 00AACHUM IIO30PHINTHMA,
crpoBepeHa TOKOM 1927. ropuue. 3axBamyjyhu TakBUM OKOAHOCTHMA, BEAMKH
A0 YMETHMKA M3 HeKAaAAIIBMX HapopHuX nosopumra y Ocujexy u Hosom Caay
IPOHAIIAO je yTouumTe y nmpecroHuy KpaseBuHe 1 AOHEO OAAYKY Ad Ty HACTaBH
Aa HacTyma oA Maja 1927. ropune. M3 Tor jesrpa Hacrasa je beorpapcka omepera,
IpBa 0A HEKOAMKO TPyIa Koje Cy 6uae akTuBHe y Meh)ypaTHoM meproay. Op jecenn
1927. ma cBe A0 jecenm 1930. ropune y Beorpaay cy, saxsamyjyhu papay osor
TO30pUIITA U KaCHHUje U3 hera Mponsamanx Hosux Tpyna (Beorpascka onepera ko,
Kaepuiza/ CaaBuje, MoaepHa onepera), peAOBHO H3Bol)eHa AeAa MaXoM CaBpeMeHHX
aycTpujckux M MahapcKux OIepeTcKMX KOMIIO3UTOPA Y3 IIOBPEMEHH AOAATAK
CTapujuX, KAACHYHHX OllepeTa, Te KOMeAHja, pesuja u papcu. Mnak, ynpkoc Texmsu
Ad OAP>KaBajy KOHTHHYHPAHOCT TIPEACTABA, Ad YeCTO YBOAE HOBA, HensBoleHa Aeaa,
a eBEeHTYAAHO U AQ AHTaXKY]jy IOITyAAapHEe YMeTHUKE U3 PeTHOHA, HaBeAeHa OIlepeTcKa
MO30PHUIITA HUCY YCIIeBaAa Ad Ce U300pe C BEAMKHM MATePUjaAHHM TPOIIKOBHMA
KOjH Cy, OCUM 32 H3HAjMiMBae MPOCTOPA, HAOABKYy HOTHOT MATepHjaAd, M3PaAy
KOCTMMAa M CIleHorpaduje M HAAOKHAAe YMETHMIMMA, IIPOMCTUIIAAM M U3
MHOTOGPOjHHX NOTPAKUBatha APKaBe U PasHUX APXKABHUX MHCTAHIM (OMIITHHA,
Cpes, IOAMLMjCKa yTIpaBa, uTA.). Mako ce cuTyanuja y Be3H C APXKaBHHM TaKcama
3HAYajHO MOIPABHAA TOKOM 30-HX FOAMHA IIPOLIAOT BeKa yBOlerheM OAAKIIHIIA, MITAK
HH TO HHje OHAO AOBOKSHO AQ Ce HOBOCTBOPEHE OIlePeTCKe TPYIIe Y APYTOj IIOAOBUHHU
OBe AelleHHje OApXKe Yy Ay’KeM BpeMeHCKOM Ilepuopy. Tome je, mpermocTaBsaMo,
3HAYajHO AOTIPHHEAA BUCOKA KOHKYPeTHOCT KOja Ce PasBHAA YHyTap cdepa KyAType
U 3a0aBe ycAep eKCIlaH3Hje 6110cKomna, Te OpojHUX 6apoBa 1 KadaHa, KOjH Cy HyAUAH
U Pa3sHOBPCTaH MY3UYKO-CIIEHCKU IporpaM. AOAATHY HelOBOAHOCT YUHHAO je M
ocHuBame Papuo Beorpapa y mapry 1929. ropune, 4uja je ympasa y roAMHaMma IIpe
Apyru CBeTCKM paT 3Ha4ajHY MaKky OKAAKAAQ YIIPABO MOITYAAPU30Baky My3HKe U3
omnepera. Mimajyhny Bupy 60orar usbop kyATypHO-3a06aBHHX CappiKaja, 0COOUTO TOKOM
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30-ux ropMHa IPOINAOT BeKa, BUXOBY MIPOCTOPHY M MaT€PHjaAHY IPUCTYIIAYHOCT,
AAM U IIOCTOjalbe PA3AMYMTHX MOTYNHOCTH 3a y)KHBame y OIIePETCKOj My3HIfH,
He caMo y HO30puIIHNM ycaoBuma, Beh u xop kyhe (paamjcku mporpam) mam y
6uockory (aAanTanuje MOMyAAPHUX OIIEPETa), jacHO je Aa je 6e3 Heke BpCTe ApXKaBHe
IOTIIOpe y BHAY CybOBeHIja UAU 0be3beleHe caae 3a usBohere, cTBaparme CTaAHOT
omepeTckor mosopumra y Beorpaay 6mso ocyheno Ha Heycrmex. CBakako, Heka
BpPCTa AHTHOIIEPETCKOT HApaTUBA, KOja je AOMHUHMpasa Melyy HOcHoIMa KyATypHe
MIOAMTHUKE 3eMoe, KA0 U HheHe IIPeCTOHHIle, AOAATHO je KOMIIAMKOBAAA MHAYe TeNIKy
CHUTYaLHjy.



