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Ciril Debevec — the first professional opera
director in Slovenia’

Darja Koter
Univerza v Ljubljani
University of Ljubljana

Since its establishment in 1892, until interruptions immediately before
World War I, the director’s presence consistently appeared in different roles
at the Slovenian Regional Theatre (DeZelno gledalisce) in Ljubljana, in dra-
ma as well as in opera and operetta performances, both as an actor and/or a
singer. Such a practice originated from the system of education of the social
and professional dramatic schools, which was based on polyvalent roles,
which meant that theatre actors in practice acted as actors, singers and/
or directors.” It was established in most provincial theatres of the Austri-
an monarchy as well as elsewhere. The independent role of the director was
first introduced by the Moscow Drama School, founded by the famous Rus-
sian actor Konstantin Sergeyevich Stanislavsky at the beginning of the 2oth
century, where he developed theatrical naturalism and the director’s func-
tion became both discipline and art. With his acting and directing meth-
ods, Stanislavsky has significantly marked the modern theatre and opera.
He also took part in the Opera Studio of the Bolshoi Theatre, established
in 1918. The Stanislavsky system, which he himself named “spiritual real-

1 The authors acknowledge financial support from the state budget by the Slovenian
Research Agency (project No. P6-0376).

2 Darja Koter, »Glasbeno-gledaliska rezija na Slovenskem: od diletantizma Dra-
mati¢nega drustva do poskusov profesionalizacije v Dezelnem gledali$¢u« / “Mu-
sic Theatre Directing in Slovenia: From Dilettantism of the Dramatic Society to (the
Attempts of) Professionalism in the Regional Theatre,” Muzikologki zbornik / Musico-
logical Annual 46/1 (2010): 57-72.
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ism”, influenced modernism and the avant-garde of European and Ameri-
can stage and it is still present in contemporary times.’

Its earliest institutional age, the Slovene Theatre in Ljubljana, in ac-
cordance with common practice, performed a variety of musical and the-
atrical works which often demanded both acting and singing ability from
the individual as they performed plays with singing, operetta, and opera.
This meant that the ensemble was generally uniform, until its more detailed
concentration to opera and/or operetta, which occurred only after World
War I, or after 1925, when the director of the Opera Theatre in Ljubljana be-
came Mirko Poli¢.* In accordance with the educational system and rooted
practice, musical performances were directed by stage directors, who were
usually employed in the drama ensemble, but they were expected to occa-
sionally manage musical and theatre performances. An exception was Josip
Nolli (1841-1902), an internationally renowned singer who returned to his
native Ljubljana in 1890 after a successful European career, and as a sing-
er and director, he co-formed opera and operetta performances from 1892
until his death in 1902.’ In the first period of the Slovenian Provincial The-
atre, Ignacij Borstnik (1858-1919) also stands out as an actor and represent-
ative of the Vienna “modern realistic direction”. He was active as a drama,
and occasionally opera, director and worked in Ljubljana from 1886 to 1894
when he left for Zagreb due to unrealized career opportunities. After his
departure, Slovene theatre and opera performances were usually directed
by Czechs, mostly professional actors who continued the Prague direction.
After 1909, a new generation of Slovenian actors and directors in the same
person, such as Hinko Nuc¢i¢ (1883-1970) and Josip Povhe (1884-1951), start-
ed to act at the Drama and Opera, introducing the characteristics of the re-

3 The New Grove Dictionary of Opera, Vol. 4 (ur. S. Sadie), Production 4: The Enlighten-
ment: 1122.

4 Prim. Darja Koter, »Evropska kulturna migracija in ljubljanska Opera v obdobju
Mirka Poli¢a (1925-1939)« / “European Cultural Migration and Ljubljana Opera in
the Period of Director Mirko Poli¢ (1925-1939),” Uprizoritvene umetnosti, migracija,
politika: slovensko gledali§¢e kot sooblikovalec medkulturnih izmenjav / Perform-
ing Arts, Migration, Politics: Slovenian Theatre as an Agent of Intercultural Exchange,
edited by Barbara Orel (Ljubljana: Znanstvena zalozba Filozofske fakultete, 2017),
64-83.

5 Darja Koter, »Josip Nolli — pionir Dramati¢nega drustva v Ljubljani« / “Josip Nolli -
the pioneer of the Dramatic Society in Ljubljana,” Zacetki in dosezki slovenskega gle-
dalis¢a moderne dobe: ob 150-letnici ustanovitve Dramati¢nega drustva v Ljubljani /
The Beginnings, Achievements and Successors of Slovenian Theatre in the Modern Era:
at The 150th Anniversary of the Dramatic Society in Ljubljana, edited by Stefan Vevar
and Barbara Orel (Ljubljana: Slovenski gledaliski institut, 2017), 65.
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nowned Viennese drama school Otto. After the war, Nuci¢ did not direct
at Ljubljana Opera anymore and Povhe mainly focused on operetta per-
formances.® The time between the two world wars, characterized by mod-
ernist styles and avant-gardism, encouraged the establishment of direct-
ing approaches at the Ljubljana Opera, which were overlooked up until that
time. Each artistic leader of the ensemble primarily focused on the musical
part of the performances and ensured the best possible singing solo perfor-
mance, while the role of directing was often peripheral. This is confirmed
by several facts, including the fact that the Opera did not employ a director
until 1939, but was satisfied with “guest” directors who often did this role
as the conductor of a certain performance.” The Opera’s leadership did not
sufficiently deepen in the actual competences of individuals who directed,
such as broad musical perception, the ability to read partitures, and mu-
sicality. It should be emphasized that the directors operating at the Dra-
ma did not have the right affinities towards the Opera’s shows, and most of
them avoided these tasks, while some of the younger ones relied on them
only for existential reasons, hoping for opportunities at the Drama. In the
first decade after World War I, European educated Osip Sest (1893-1962)
was most often engaged as director of opera performances, although he was
employed at the Drama, and he gradually introduced more modern direc-
tions. After 1930, these tasks were occasionally performed by his younger
colleagues, Ciril Debevec, Bratko Kreft and Bojan Stupica, who were pro-
filed differently, and together with Branko Gavello, we regard them as a
great “director quartet,” named so by the expert of the history of Sloveni-
an dramatic directing Dusan Moravec.’ Osip Sest, professional actor, grad-
uate of the Otto school, and connoisseur of Stanislavski’s directing models
6 Darja Koter, »Razvoj profila gledaliskega in opernega reziserja na Slovenskem med
obema vojnama« / “Development of the Theatre and Opera director’s Role in Slove-
nia Between the Two World Wars”, Muzikoloski zbornik / Musicological Annual 46/2
(2010): 114-15.
7 From 1919 to 1929, the role of director in Opera was also performed by the Czech
composer and conductor Antonin Balatka, a graduate of the Prague Conservato-
ry, who worked in Ljubljana for ten years. Prim. Darja Koter, »Migracija v ljubljans-

ki Operi v obdobju ravnatelja Friderika Rukavine« / “European Cultural Migration
and Ljubljana Opera in the Period of Director Friderik Rukavina”, Glasbene migraci-

an Musical Diversity, edited by J. Weiss (Portoroz: Zalozba Univerze na Primorskem;
Ljubljana: Festival, 2017), 348.
8 Prim. Dusan Moravec, Slovenski reZiserski kvartet (z gostom) / Slovenian directing

quartet (with guest): Osip Sest, Ciril Debevec, Branko Gavella, Bratko Kreft, Bojan Stu-
pica (Ljubljana: Slovenski gledaligki in filmski muzej, 1996).
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was one of the most prominent actors in the development of modern the-
atre in Ljubljana after World War I, who was only devoted to opera out of
necessity and had no positive affinity for the medium. Nevertheless, he di-
rected a series of successful performances, for which he collected approv-
al of the audience and a good evaluation of professional critics.” One of his
most notable directions was Sergei Prokofiev’s opera, In love with three or-
anges in 1927, which had experienced 22 repetitions and of which he prid-
ed himself on™. He felt about himself that “he does not understand any-
thing about music...” and that “he is not a musical director,” and the opera

112>

is just “by the way;, if there is time left.”” Indeed, he was a good choir singer.
As it was common then, the director was not mentioned by critics among
the main actors™ even in the most successful performances, which is an el-
oquent proof of the marginality of this role.

Ciril Debevec (1903-1973), a graduate student of the Deutsche Akade-
mie fiir Musik und darstellende Kunst in Prague, was one of the most im-
portant directors for the professionalization of operatic directing in Slove-
nia. He was impressed by the theatre stage at an early age and was a peculiar
protégé of Osip Sest, who was his first role model. Even during his studies,
he was already experimenting with philosophy and music, he excelled in
all areas and was thoughtfully enthusiastic with expressionism. In the ear-
ly 20’s, Prague was full of new currents, among which the expressionist di-
rection was dominant, noticeably alive in the German and Czech theatres
there. In 1923, he returned to Ljubljana and dedicated himself as a publicist,
where he reproved with a critical eye over the circumstances of Ljubljana,
which he watched with his Prague-experienced eyes and expressed open
dissatisfaction. He combined his avant-garde views with those of the poet
Srec¢ko Kosovel, with whom a literary circle was formed, and in 1925 took
over the management of Mladina magazine, which, under their leadership,
came to life as a critical bellwether that warned of unfavourable conditions
in the Ljubljana theatre, tried to overcome Slovenian cultural horizons, and

9 Prim. Du$an Moravec, Slovenski reZiserski kvartet (z gostom)/ Slovenian directing
quartet (with guest), 50-51.

10 Osip Sest, »Jaz in ‘Oranze’« / “I and Oranges”, Gledaliski list / Theatrical Gazette,
1927/28, No. 3, 38-39.

11 Osip Sest, »Operainjaz«/ “Opera and I”, Gledaliski list / Theatrical Gazette, 1923/24,
No. 11, 12-13.

12 Prim. Slavko Osterc, »Kronika« / “Chronicle”, Ljubljanski zvon (The Ljubljana Bell),
l. 47, No. 11 (1927): 703-704.
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informed readers about the great minds of expressionism.” He was also
occupied by questions about Slovenian directors and their competences.
He cautiously advised that the Opera ought to have its own professionally
trained director." Despite his writings lamenting the direction of the the-
atre, Rado Kregar, the then administrator of the institution, recruited him
as an administrator and archivist in 1927, though soon he was given the op-
portunity to act as a director Osip Sest was convinced that the leadership
cleverly silenced him in this way.” With the 1928/29 season, Debevec’s suc-
cessful career as a director of Ljubljana Drama began. He breathed an in-
tense stage intimacy into his plays, which amazed, and he experienced tri-
umphal successes. He convinced the audience with original interpretations
of the most recent book works, the depth of dialogues, and the emphasis
on mental content while avoiding a hollow stage attraction. He became a
spiritus agens for the art streams of the Ljubljana Drama.” In the middle of
the 30’s, when more contemporary directions of younger colleagues Brat-
ko Kreft and Bojan Stupica and experienced Branko Gavelle made it to the
stage, he lost his leadership at the Drama and professionally dedicated his
time and effort to directing at the Opera in 1939. He was invited to collab-
orate by Vilko Ukmar, who took over the managerial position of the Op-
era in the autumn of the same year.” Ukmar’s invitation was certainly not
a coincidence since Debevec had been involved with the Opera since 1930
when he directed Matija Bravnicar’s opera Pohujsanje v dolini Sentflorjan-
ski / Scandal in the St. Florian Valley, which he drew attention to Debevec’s
ability to understand musical and theatrical works. As wide-ranging and
well-educated in music, he became an indispensable member of opera per-
formances, where he introduced essential novelties and contemporary ap-
proaches to performing. He especially emphasized the power of words and
acting talent and significantly increased the level of opera, for which he also
served as a teacher of opera singers at the State Conservatory of Ljubljana
and then at the Ljubljana Academy of Music. His opera and operetta direc-
13 Dus$an Moravec, Slovenski reZiserski kvartet (z gostom) | Slovenian directing quartet
(with guest), 73-79.

14 Ibid., 80-84.

15 Ibid, 8s.

16  Ibid., 89-108.

17 Darja Koter, »Ljubljanska Opera pod vodstvom Vilka Ukmarja (1939-1945)« / “The
Ljubljana Opera under the leadership of Vilko Ukmar (1939-1945)”, Vilko Ukmar
1905-1991, tematska publikacija Glasbenopedagoskega zbornika Akademije za glas-
bo v Ljubljani / publication by the Academy of Music Ljubljana, edited by D. Koter
(Ljubljana: Akademija za glasbo, 2006), 39.
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tions were marked as excellent performances, as he recognized and empha-
sized the most cogent scenes.

The purpose of this paper is to present selected operatic directions
of Ciril Debevec, especially earlier ones, which are also the most noticea-
ble and has better-documented sources. As it was said, he first tried with
Bravnicar’s opera Pohujsanje v dolini Sentflorjanski / Scandal in the St. Flo-
rian Valley, premiering on May 11", 1930. At that time, only twenty-seven
years old, Debevec wrote his views on musical work and directing opera
performances in the gazette Gledaliski list which was released before the
premiere. In the article “Five Remarks on the direction of the opera Scan-
dal in the St. Florian Valley,” he wrote that he took the task explicitly at the
request of the composer because he himself did not feel sufficiently trained
for this work. The text of Ivan Cankar, considered one of the greatest writ-
ers of the Slovenian nation, is a literary farce about the relationship of Slo-
vene society to art and freedom of expression and is among the most re-
markable dramatic texts in which modernism predicts. We conclude that
the message of the libretto was ideally close to Debevec. In 1907, the dra-
matic performance, a time when it still was in the year of its creation, re-
ceived a stormy reception from both admirers and opponents of the fabu-
la. Composer Matija Bravnicar was already introduced to Cankar’s works
from his student years when he lived with a circle of free-minded students
of Gymnasium in Gorizia who thought critically about social distress and
were interested in socialist thinking. Cankar’s works took him to the point
that he wrote both his operas after his dramas (the second, Hlapec Jernej in
njegova pravica | The Bailiff Yerney and His Rights, was performed in Janu-
ary 1941). As he told it, director Milan Skrbinsek, proposed the idea for the
libretto to him." The latter was, as a professional actor, a graduate of the Vi-
enna Otto School and from 1922 to 1945 an influential actor at Drama Lju-
bljana and in the 1928/29 season directed Cankar’s Scandal.” As Debev-
ec says, the shape of the opera had not been so close to him so far that he
would want to tackle the stage layout. His concerns were stopped at the li-
bretto as an essential article of the opera, which he characterized as a de-
manding and delicate work, and wrote: “For opera music in the ‘old meaning
18  Darja Koter, »Matija (Frane) Bravnicar — prispevek k biografiji« / “Matija (Frane)

Bravnicar - contribution to biography”, Matija Bravnic¢ar (1897-1977), Tematska pub-

likacija Glasbenopedagoskega zbornika Akademije za glasbo v Ljubljani / publica-

tion by Academy of Music Ljubljana, edited by D. Koter (Ljubljana: Akademija za glas-

bo, 2008), 7-24.

19  Gledaliski list / Theatrical Gazette, 1928/29, No. 1, 3.
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of the word,’” this original form seems to me partly too sharp, partly too ab-
stract, and in particular too funny. As for the ‘new meaning of the word,’ it is
almost somewhat too simple.”* He emphasized awareness that the opera is
very complex, composed of potentially equivalent articles, firstly the sing-
er and actor in one person, second the orchestra, and third the scenogra-
phy. He did not explain his ideas in detail, but a brief remark indicates that
he gave the singer the most demanding task: he emphasizes spiritual and
musical content, clearly and convincingly gives the sung word and clearly
expresses the character of his role.” In his commentary, he also noted that
he was aware of the diversity of both media and, consequently, the urgency
for compromise between the original text and his musical adaptation. As
he said, in the role as director of the opera, he gave priority to the musical
score, which was not easy for him to do. Let us remember that he studied at
the renowned Prague Theatre School, where he also studied composition,
whereby he acquired the competencies that nobody had among his prede-
cessors nor contemporary directors of the Ljubljana Drama and Opera. Ex-
ceptions were, of course, the conductors who at the same time directed. De-
bevec was aware of the conundrum when he said:

[...] I fully associate myself with the view that the opera director
must first of all focus on the essence of music and on the musical
design structure. The Bravnicar ‘Scandal’ is a kind of ‘Sprechge-
sang-opera’ and would in fact require a new, unique direction. But
this type of direction, I think, is out of my league, at least for now.”

The opera adaptation of Scandal was welcomed by the audience, while
critics challenged the various aspects of the performance. The harshest crit-
ic, Slavko Osterc, wrote among other things: “The performance was careful-
ly prepared, the directing of Ciril Debevec is exemplary.”™ The critic Anton
Ocvirk critiqued Bravnicar’s setting Cankar’s work to music as “artfully ir-
relevant, musically helpless, the content of Cankar’s farce infinitely remote
[...]” while labelling Debevec’s directing of Scandal as a bright exception.™
20  Ciril Debevec, »Pet opazk k reziji opere Pohujsanje v dolini $entflorjanski«, Gledaliski

list, / “Five Remarks to the direction of the opera Scandal in the St. Florian Valley”,

Theatrical Gazette, 1929/30, No. 15, 83.

21 Ibid.
22 Ibid., 84.
23 Slavko Osterc, »Gledaliski pregled«, Ljubljanski zvon / »Theatre Review, The Ljub-

liana Bell, year 50, No. 6 (1930): 378.

24  Anton Ocvirk, »Ob koncu gledaliske sezone«, Ljubljanski zvon / “At the end of the

theatre season”, The Ljubljana Bell, year 50, No. 8 (1930): 486—487.
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Ocvirk was otherwise, as a literary historian and the founder of compara-
tive literature, very strict and openly dissatisfied with the productions. The
question arises, however, whether he was musically educated sufficiently
enough to evaluate Bravnicar’s work, which surprised everybody with its
loose tonality and twelve-tone systematics, competently.

In the following years, Debevec collaborated often with the Opera, in
1932 in the performance of Jules Massenet’s Manon (1932)”, the following
year with the work Halka by Stanislav Moniuszko® and two operas by Leos
Janacéek Jenufa” and Katja Kabanova®, during the 1934/35 season he di-
rected Khovanshchina by Modest Musorgsky” and Robert Stolz’s The Lost
Waltz*, The Favourite or The Last Days of the Great Lord Fabiano by Ru-
dolf Wagner-Régeny” the next year,and Richard Strauss’s The Knight of the
Rose”. He did not write about his directorial approaches in these operas, as
we have noted, and he explained them only occasionally when he departed
from his, or generally expected, orientations and considered that the expla-
nations were necessary. Similarly, he acted in theatre performances.” The
opera Manon, performed during the all-around crisis years and the rise
of the cinema, was well received by the audience and one of the rare per-
formances at that time which was content-relevant and convincingly pre-
pared. In his critique, Vilko Ukmar specifically emphasized the role of De-
bevec and wrote that he managed to clarify the content of the work and
led singers to a convincing drama play’*. Ukmar also praised Debevec’s di-
recting of a work by Rudolf Wagner-Régeny, a young German composer,
written in 1932, which, due to stylistic non-uniformity, was considered po-
lemical and wrote that the director convincingly understood the essential
values of the fabula, expressing them with a great deal of fantasy and styli-
25  Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette, 1932/33,1. 12, No. 5.
26  Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette,, 1933/34, 1. 13, No. 3.
27 Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette,, 1933/34, 1. 13, No. 9.
28  Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette,, 1933/34, 1. 13, No. 17.
29  Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette,, 1934/35, 1. 14, No. 2.
30  Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette,, 1934/35, 1. 14, No. 5.
31 Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette,, 1935/36, 1. 15, No. 5.

32 Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette,, 1935/36, L. 15, No. 10.

33 DusSan Moravec, Slovenski reziserski kvartet (z gostom) / Slovenian directing quartet
(with guest), 112.

34  Vilko Ukmar, »Uprizoritev Massenetove opere Manon« / “The staging of the Masse-
nets opera Manon”, Slovenec, 1. LX, No. 270, 2.
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zation of the idea.” It is interesting and meaningful that Marijan Lipovsek,
a critic of the Ljubljanski zvon magazine who widely discussed the charac-
teristics of the opera and his performance, both pretty much critically, did
not even mention the direction.*

In the period from 1935 to 1939, Debevec’s position within the Drama
changed. As a director, he received more and more sharp criticism, espe-
cially as younger writers demythologised his work and gave priority to then
young Bojan Stupica (1910-1970), who was a convincing stage experimenter
and improviser and closer to young theatre visitors.”” The influence of De-
bevec thus subsided, but he still had a lot of supporters and excellent, even
above-average, performances of stage adaptions of the great literary works
of modern times.” Stacked objections to his directional style prompted him
to think of leaving the ensemble of the Ljubljana Drama and begin again on
the opera stage. His final decision came in the spring of 1939 when he ex-
perienced an explicitly negative critique of Jago in Sest’s staging of Shake-
speare’s Othello.” In assessing how to continue his professional career, he
was led by the invitation of friend, composer, musicologist, and publicist
Vilko Ukmar, who took over the Opera in autumn 1939 and offered him to
become a “boss-director”, as well as good working conditions, and above
all free hands in choosing a programme that he will feel mentally close to.*
The workplace of the director in the Ljubljana Opera was not part of the
professional ensemble, but Ukmar, as comprehensively proficient, decid-
ed that it was an essential part of the theatre standard. Regarding the im-
portance of operatic direction and the fact that Ciril Debevec was a good
choice for its development in the Ljubljana opera house, Ukmar wrote that
changing directors too often brought too much stylistic diversity as well
as that the “traditional way of directing in terms of template ostentation of
persons in the space according to the prescribed pattern was without deep-
35 Vilko Ukmar, »Gledalis$c¢e in glasba. Delo opernega gledali§¢a v sezoni 1935/36« /

“Theatre and music. The ,work of the Opera theatre in the season 1935/36”, Dom in

svet, Year 49, No. 3-4, 230-231.

36 Marijan Lipovs$ek, »Problem slovenske opere in leto$nje novitete« / “The problem of

Slovenian opera and this year’s novelty”, Ljubljanski zvon, Year 56, No. 3 (1936): 172—

178.

37  Dusan Moravec, Slovenski reZiserski kvartet (z gostom)/ Slovenian directing quartet

(with guest), 115-116.

38  Ibid., 117.
39 Ibid,, 120-122.

40  Darja Koter, »Ljubljanska Opera pod vodstvom Vilka Ukmarja (1939-1945)« / “The
Ljubljana Opera under the leadership of Vilko Ukmar (1939-1945)”, 39.
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er psychological justifications” and that at the forefront was staging effect.*
On the contrary, he stated the influences of the new Russian school, head-
ed by Vsevolod Majerhold, and advocated for greater stage dynamics and
the connection of the viewer with the actor and influenced the directions
of Bratko Kreft, Ferdo Delak and Branko Gavella. Ukmar emphasizes that
it had a special...

[...] strong echo to the directing work of Ciril Debevec, who, with his
dynamic nature of constantly fighting the opposites, brought a spe-
cial life into the Opera. The combined mastery of the dramatic and
musical profession, with its rich fantasy, found an expression in a
harmonious connection of classical, romantic, and moderately ex-
pressive elements. In the composition he [...] collected and edited the
whole by logic and necessity of mental experiences ... in a reasona-
bly divided space [...] and [...] in a flexible balance.*

Thus, it seems that Debevec’s directing model best suited Ukmar. As a
trained musicologist and critic of the Ljubljana Opera in the 30’s of the 20"
century, he had firmly developed aesthetic views that were comparable to
Debevec’s.”

In his first season as “boss-director”, Debevec prepared a stylistic vari-
ety of musical works, such as The Queen of Sheba by Karl Goldmark,** Ju-
les Massenet’s Le Jongleur de Notra-Dame,* Mozart’s The Marriage of Figa-
r0** and the novelty of Danilo Svar Kleopatra (premiere May 11th, 1940)."
The latter experienced the greatest media reception and Matija Tomc pre-
sented it in detail in Dom in svet magazine, praising it as versatile and ex-
ceptional, and devoted only a short praise to the direction.** We find that
critics were lenient of the new leadership, repertoire policies, and perfor-

41 Vilko Ukmar, »Podoba slovenske opere 1919-1939« / “Music theatrical practice of the
Slovene Opera 1919-1939”, Kronika slovenskih mest year 7, No. 3 (1940): 175.
42 Ibid.

43  Vilko Ukmar, Poglavja iz glasbene estetike /| Chapters of musical aesthetics (Ljubljana:
Glasbena matica, 2006).

44  Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette, Opera, 1939/40, year 19, No. 1.

45  Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette, Opera, 1939/49, year 19, No. 3.

46 Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette, Opera, 1939/40, year 19, No. 4.

47  Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette, Opera, 1939/40, year 19, No. 14.

48  Matija Tomc, »Gledalig¢e. Dr. Danilo Svara Kleopatra« / “Theatre. Kleopatra by Dr.
Danilo Svar”, Dom in svet, year 52, No. 7 (1940): 429-432.
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mances.” In 1940/41, Debevec directed several new performances, among
them Ludwig van Beethoven’s Fidelio and Matija Bravnicar’s novelty Hla-
pec Jernej in njegova pravica | The Bailiff Yerney and His Rights and followed
the repertoire of the director Ukmar.”” Debevec published a commentary
on Fidelio in the Gledaliski list, pointing out that being an opera director
does not allow as much freedom as a drama director, as it is confined with
the rhythm, pace, dynamics, etc. He took out the important role of the con-
ductor and added that the director has the opportunity to intervene into
the visibility of the content, stage dynamics, efficient distribution of indi-
vidual characters, distinct pronunciation, etc. and added that for him Fi-
delio is primarily a musical work, “a drama of pure, completely impeccable
singing and a great mental expression and ... a sample of humanity.” De-
bevec’s remarks seem to be directed to “justify” the minimalist stage-set-
ting approach the audience was not familiar with yet. He also explained his
approach to Bravnicar’s novelty, which he had puzzled over when he said:

As this work in its original [..] form [..] is magnificent and shock-
ing, it misses most of the important components of [...] true theatre
work, the tension of opposites, the lively attraction and sharpness
of the fighting characters, the unusual density originating from the
characters, the danger and impact of complications, conflicts and
resolutions, the dynamic diversity of the action, the fullness of ex-
ternal and internal happenings, the structure of content escalation,
and the necessity of a tragic conclusion.”

He was convinced that the music abolishes the director’s freedom and
locks in the direction, he wondered how to tackle all the literary and mu-
sical characteristics in order to make them persuasive on stage and he saw
the solution in a more rather than less “concert” tranquil direction,” to
which he was more inclined than most of his predecessors. Before the per-
formance of Gounod’s Faust in 1941, he told about his vision of directing
opera:

49  Prim. Marijan Lipovsek, »O nasem glasbenem Zivljenju« / “About our musical life,”

Ljubljanski zvon, year 60, No. 9 (1940): 579-580.
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51 Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette, Opera, 1940/41, year 20, No. 1, 8-10.
52 Ciril Debevec, »Rezijske opazke k Hlapcu Jerneju« / “Directorial remarks on The

Bailiftf Yerney”, Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette, Opera, 1940/41, year 20, No. 9, 101—
102.

53  Ibid., 102.
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I never pursued specific goals. Maybe it was because of this that
I was sometimes a bit too “academic” or even “boring” as I got a
friendly or less friendly hint here and there. My goals in directing
were as a matter of fact always the same: to get involved - if possible
- only in those works that are artistic (i.e. literary 133 or musical),
valuable, and give such a stage appearance that, in my opinion, will
be the most trustworthy representation of the writer or the compos-
er’s work. The main and only real goal of the director seemed to me
always to deepen, reveal, display, and interpret the author’s work,
but not to emphasize and represent himself on the account of the
author.**

In the 1941/42 season, Debevec dedicated himself to Verdi’s Aida, La
Bohéme and Madame Butterfly by Puccini, Rossini’s The Barber of Seville,
Smetana’s The Bartered Bride, Tchaikovsky (Eugene Onegin) and some oth-
ers.” Towards the end of the season, he began to respond more frequently
in the Gledaliski list, commenting on the structure of musical performanc-
es and within that the role of directing, he succeeded in responding in a
very witty way, but with a bitter taste of his own importance, when he says:

Some, or maybe most, operatic directors are represented some-
how like this: a vocal-technical singer learns his role from a singing
teacher, music (“singing by notes”) the singer is taught by a band-
master, the actor’s image “creates” the singer according to his “fa-
mous” pattern, which he had seen yesterday or in the day before
yesterday at home or abroad, or he was told about it by acquaint-
ances, friends, or enemies; the pronunciation singer is taught by
dramaturge; dresses on stage are made according to templates by
the theatre tailor; the mask is taken from ‘known patterns’, the light
is managed, as much as that is allowed by the lighting devices, by
the tested illuminator; the scene is made by the scenographer. What
remains is made by the director. . . Here and there he also shows
to whom where the doors are in the scenery so as not to push by
chance through the wall ...*

54  »Razgovor z reziserjem« / “Interview with the director”, Gledaliski list / Theatre Ga-
zette, Opera, 1940/41, No. 12, 133-134.
55  Prim. Gledaliski listi / Theatre Gazette, Opera, season 1941/42.

56  Ciril Debevec, »Operni zapiski« / “Opera notes”, Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette, Op-
era, 1941/42, year 21, No. 15, 140-142.
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In the following season (1942/43), he first set on stage Traviata and wrote
some explanations for the staging. In Debevec’s observations of operas, we
follow, inter alia, his view of various stage performances, to which he was
mostly reserved, even sceptical because he was convinced that the direc-
tor should be as close as possible to the original.”” Directing The Barber
of Seville by Gioachino Rossini he believed that it must radiate “transpar-
ent lightness, glowing cheerfulness and murmuring effervescence.” He had
a completely different mindset for Massenet’s Thais, where he took the op-
portunity to comment on the position of the director in the opera house
and made fun of all actors in a witty way.” He argued that the opera stage
should not be

an exhibition place for voice-physical exercises, but primarily a
field for the singing-acting-artistic design of living human types
and characters, [...] where there is no space for flirting the player
with the audience.*

His “Operni zapiski” (Opera Notes), which have regularly been featured in
the respective Gledaliski list since 1941 (Debevec became its editor), became
true essays about operas, their producers, singing roles, staging, and direct-
ing challenges, and represent the best overview of Debevec’s views on the
musical theatre. In writing them, he was often openly mad at critics that
had been judging his work too superficially and even incorrectly.” Among
the critics, there were also some glowing reviews, who in Debevec’s direc-
tors recognized the exceptional sense of the main moves of each piece, the
appropriate allocation of singing roles, and the balance between singing
and dramatic expression.”

57  Prim. Ciril Debevec; »Rezijske opombe k ‘novi Traviati’« / “Directional notes on the
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With the German occupation of Ljubljana in the autumn of 1943, new
uncertainties and personnel changes came to the Opera. Ciril Debevec was
appointed Director of the Drama in October of the same year, which meant
that his regular acting as opera director ceased. Robert Primozi¢, a sing-
er, was appointed as the leader of direction, a position which he had tried
to elevate himself to repeatedly until that time, but soon after he died in an
accident.” In the first issue of the 1943/44 Gledaliski list of the new 1943/44
season, Debevec, still an editor at that time, made a significant point that
the situation did not allow anything other than the implementation of mil-
itary commands.** It is not known whether or not he already knew that he
would be transferred to the Drama, but it is entirely possible. The official
news about his relocation was published in the drama theatre paper on No-
vember 21%, 1943. Moravec writes that Debevec, as the new headmaster of
the Drama, in his introductory speech stressed that this appointment was
unexpected, but he comments that he always wanted to be in that place.®
In spite of his new tasks, he did not completely abandon cooperating with
the opera house and was occasionally a guest there. In 1944, he participated
in two opera performances (J. Massenet Manon®® and L. Jandcek Jenufa®).

After a short wartime functioning in the Ljubljana Drama, he spent
10 years after the war devoted to the Drama at The Maribor Slovene Na-
tional Theatre (SNG Maribor) and every season produced some opera per-
formances, mostly in Ljubljana.® Since 1965, he once again worked only in
Ljubljana and continued to realize his vision, with which he consistently
enforced the dramatic element in performances and expected a psycholog-
ically deep play from the singer and achieved great successes. His last per-
formance was Nabucco in 1972 at the Opera in Ljubljana. During the 30
anniversary of his professional career in the 1956/57 season, conductor and
composer Danilo Svara wrote that before the era of Ciril Debevec,

opera direction meant more of an arrangement of scenery and cos-
tumes, departures and arrivals, arranging of groups and taking
care of the outer image of the performance. Opera direction in the

63 Ibid,, 45.

64  Ciril Debevec, »Na mesta« / “On places”, Gledaliski list / Theatre Gazette, Opera
1943/44, year 23, No.1: 1-3.
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true sense of the word is more: it is primarily opera dramaturgy, a
direction based on the expression of musical thought, on their dra-
matic expression.

He emphasized that the ideal of the opera director is musicality and the
ability to read the score, which was clearly marked by Ciril Debevec.®” Svara
highlighted Manon, Jenufa, Rusalka, Fidelio, Falstaff, etc. as the most prom-
inent performances and masterpieces of his career and wrote that thanks
to Debevec a group of young singers were convincing in their acting form,
among which the soprano Valerija Heybal stood out. He considered Ciril
Debevec the director who first established opera dramaturgy in Slovenia
and influenced younger directors with his work.”” Emil Frelih and Hinko
Leskovsek distinguished themselves among his successors. Vilko Ukmar
and Osip Sest also respectfully paid tribute to Debevec’s professional jubi-
lee. Among other things, Ukmar wrote that Debevec’s directing is guided
by the idea through which he finds shelter in deep artistic confessions and
searches for human values” in them. While Debevec’s former mentor Sest
emphasized his wide knowledge of modern directing schools from Vienna,
Prague to Moscow and that he paved the way for Strindberg, Klabund, and
Czech and French contemporaries on the domestic theatre stage. As De-
bevec’s greatest contribution to the development of opera directing, he em-
phasized his exceptional musicality, with which

he told opera that the notes are not supposed to be sung, but ex-
perienced, that there are a hundred things in a score that are not
marked but they, however, are the most beautiful charm of a musi-
cal creation.””
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