
Smetáček, Václav PhDr., conductor, oboist, chorus master, musicologist and pedagogue was 
born on 30th September 1906 in Brno and died on 18th February 1986 in Prague.  
 
His father JUDr. Rudolf Smetáček was a lawyer and an amateur musician. After attending 
grammar schools in Brno, Slaný and Prague he studied oboe with Ladislav Skuhrovský  
(1922–30), composition with Jaroslav Křička (1928–30) and conducting with Metod Doležil 
and Pavel Dědeček (1928–30) at the Prague Conservatory. Over the same period (1928–33) 
he studied musicology with Zdeněk Nejedlý and Josef Hutter, aesthetics with Otakar Zich and 
philosophy with Jan Blahoslav Kozák at the Charles University in Prague. He graduated with  
a PhD on 16th June 1933. His doctoral thesis was Orchestration of "Youth" by Bedřich 
Smetana. 
 
In 1928 he founded and led until the end of its activity (in 1956) the Prague Wind Quintet 
(Pražské dechové kvinteto – PDK); (Rudolf Hertl – flute, Václav Smetáček – oboe, Vladimír 
Říha – clarinet, Otakar Procházka – horn and František Matějka – bassoon). 
  
In 1930–31 he was deputy 1st oboist and in 1931–33 1st oboist of the Czech Philharmonic.  
In the 1930s he was one of the leading Czech solo oboists and chamber music performers.  
Even into his seventies he was still able to play oboe with his sons’ jazz ensemble Traditional 
Jazz Studio, for which he even composed some small jazz-influenced compositions (Small 
Waltz, Rag Time Echo) and made arrangements of others (Cotton Tail Rag, Rum Tum Tiddle 
Dance) for the jazz band and orchestra. 
 
In 1934–43 he was secretary of the music section, and later head of the gramophone 
department and conductor for the Czechoslovak Radio in Prague. 
 
From October 1943 to May 1945 he was conductor and chief of the Film Orchestra (FISYO).  
 
Between 1934 and 1939 he was deputy to the chorus master Jaromír Herle and from 1940 to 
1946 the main chorus master of the Prague Hlahol choir. 
  
In 1942 he became chief conductor of the Symphony Orchestra FOK (Film-Opera-Koncert) 
(from 1952 on the Symphony Orchestra of the City of Prague FOK). Up to 1961 he was both 
artistic director and chief conductor, then chief conductor until March 1972, after which he 
continued to perform as a guest conductor up to his death in 1986. 
 
In the 1959–60 season he was (the first foreign) conductor and director of the East Berlin 
City Symphonic Orchestra (now Konzerthausorchester Berlin).  
  
He took over the FOK orchestra on 12th May 1942 from its founder and first conductor 
Rudolf Pekárek after the latter’s internment in a concentration camp. Smetáček expanded 
the orchestra, bringing in a number of first-rate musicians. Both in terms of dramaturgy and 
interpretation the orchestra achieved significant renown and from 1947 (mainly after 1st 
January 1952 when it became the ensemble of the City of Prague) ranked among the three 
most significant Czech orchestral ensembles (Czech Philharmonic, FOK, and the Czechoslovak 
(and, from 1993, Czech) Radio Symphony Orchestra). Smetáček enriched the repertoire 
during the first period (1942–1957) with the leading symphonic works of both Czech and 
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world composers.  Among others he performed works by Smetana, Dvořák, Janáček, Josef 
Suk, Otakar Ostrčil and Zdeněk Fibich and paid particular attention to the legacy of Josef 
Bohuslav Foerster. He also systematically presented music by contemporary composers 
including Bohuslav Martinů, Iša Krejčí, Jan Kapr, Jiří Pauer, Eugen Suchoň, Miloslav Kabeláč, 
Luboš Fišer and others. At the beginning of his collaboration with the FOK orchestra the 
programme of a special concert on 25th March 1936 featured premieres of works by 
František Bartoš, Pavel Bořkovec, Jaroslav Ježek, Hans Krása, Iša Krejčí and Bohuslav Martinů.  
He made a great contribution to the performance of music by Miloslav Kabeláč, often also 
abroad. During the years of the German occupation (1939–1942) Smetáček made great 
efforts to stage regular performance of Czech classical music, above all of Smetana’s My 
Country and Dvořák’s Slavonic Dances. From the world repertoire, after the orchestra was 
expanded in 1945, he performed the Viennese classics and those of the major romantic 
composers while also featuring works by 20th century composers including Igor Stravinsky, 
Gustav Mahler, Zoltán Kodályi, Sergei Prokofiev, Dmitri Shostakovich, Albert Roussel and 
Arthur Honegger.  He accompanied prominent Czech soloists (Bruno Bělčík, Spytihněv Šorm, 
Karel Šroubek, Miloš Sádlo, Jan Panenka, Eva Bernáthová, Viktorie Švihlíková, František 
Rauch, František Maxián, Stanislav Knor, Josef Chuchro and others) and invited numerous 
Czech and Slovak conductors (František Stupka, Rafael Kubelík, Karel Ančerl, Ludovít Rajter, 
Otakar Trhlík, Alois Klíma, Jiří Pinkas, Zbyněk Vostřák, Bohumír Liška, Rudolf Vašata, Zdeněk 
Košler and others) as well as many foreign conductors to collaborate with the FOK orchestra. 
 
Smetáček’s first performance in London in 1938 started his international career; after the 
war he performed as a conductor in Romania (1946 and 1958), Austria (1947, 1957, 1958), 
France (1947), Hungary (1948), Iceland (1957, 1958, 1960) Yugoslavia (1957 a 1958) and 
Poland (1948, 1954, 1955, 1957, 1958). His first tours with FOK in 1957 were to Poland, Italy, 
Austria and East Germany; in 1959 he performed again in Austria and later West Germany 
(1962).  As an individual he was invited to almost all European countries, to the USA (with 
FOK in 1969 and 1972), to Australia and New Zealand (1972), Japan (1973), South America 
(for the first time in 1964) and to Egypt (1972). 
  
Abroad he presented many Czech symphonic works (e.g. Symphony No. 1 by Jan Klusák, 
Overture Antigona by Vladimír Sommer, Symphony Asrael by Josef Suk, Reflections by 
Miloslav Kabeláč, 15 Pages after Dürer's Apocalypse by Luboš Fišer), but also performed a 
number of operas and cantatas: Smetana’s The Bartered Bride and Verdi’s Rigoletto in 
Iceland (1960), Janaček’s Katia Kabanova in Buenos Aires (Latin-American premiere 1968) 
and From the House of Dead in the Teatro La Scala (Italian premiere 1966). In the Teatro 
Colón in Buenos Aires he conducted Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov, Bartók’s ballets 
Miraculous Mandarin and Bluebeard’s Castle (1967) and Shostakovich’s Katarina Izmailova 
(Latin-American premiere 1968). 
 
Significant were also Smetáček’s performances of the choral symphonic works that he had 
been promoting as an experienced chorus master, e.g. at the Prague Spring Festival: Luboš 
Fišer: Requiem (1969); Miloslav Kabeláč: Eufemias mysterion (1970); Josef Bohuslav Foerster: 
May (1976); Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart: Requiem (1976); Bohuslav Martinů: Field Mass 
(1978); Luigi Cherubini: Requiem (1978); Carl Orff: Carmina burana, Trionfo di Afrodite, 
Catulli carmina, Veni Creator Spiritus and Nanie und Dithyrambe; Jakub Jan Ryba: Czech 
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Christmas Mass; Antonín Dvořák: Mass D dur, Stabat mater, Saint Ludmila, Te Deum, 
Requiem; and Antonín Rejcha: Te Deum. 

Smetáček’s conducting was characterized by a readiness and efficiency when working with 
the orchestra on one hand, and a great sense of differentiation in the styles of the pieces 
being performed on the other.  Both at home and abroad he was well regarded for his wide-
ranging repertoire and versatility. His temperament sometimes (mainly at the beginning of 
his career) led him to choose tempos that were too fast or felt unduly forced. But from the 
late 1950s onwards his style matured and achieved a greater calm. His performances 
thenceforth were considered exemplary, especially in the area of choral symphonic works. 

He is less well represented in terms of recordings of major works of the Czech and world 
orchestral repertoire (as the Supraphon label, which had a recording monopoly from 1948 to 
1986, worked mainly with the Czech Philharmonic).  Nevertheless, his frequent appearances 
as guest conductor for the Czech Philharmonic were of considerable significance. His 
discography covers a wide range of styles, from the first recordings for the Esta and 
Ultraphon labels of more mainstream popular titles (e.g. operetta songs, Monti’s Czardas 
with the violinist Ivan Kawaciuk, Czech Dance by K. Weiss, Esmeralda Polka by F. Hilmar, 
Phantasy on Dvorak’s Tunes by B. Leopold, Miners Polka by K. Kovařovic and dozens of 
similar compositions) to more serious recordings (e.g. the cantata Czech Song by Smetana, 
opera arias, folk songs, the ballad Orphan Child by Otakar Ostrčil, Polka from the Czech Suite 
by Antonín Dvořák and his Prague Waltzes) through to recordings of major works such as 
Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliet overture, the overtures Night at Karlstein Castle and 
Comenius by Zdeněk Fibich, the three genre pictures Baba Jaga, Kikimora and The Enchanted 
Lake by Anatoly Liadov, the overtures The Hebrides and Calm Sea and Prosperous Voyage by 
Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, Spider's Feast by Albert Roussel, Josef Suk’s symphonic poem 
Praga, the Antigona overture by Vladimír Sommer, Polovtsian Dances from Prince Igor and 
Symphony No. 2 by Alexander Borodin, the orchestral suite Cyrano de Bergerac and From 
Shakespeare by J. B. Foerster, Tchaikovsky’s Symphony No. 1 in G Minor, Reflections by 
Miloslav Kabeláč, the trilogy Trionfi - Carmina Burana, Catuli Carmina and Trionfo di Afrodite 
by Karl Orff and, above all, the first Czechoslovak digital recording of Smetana’s My Country 
by The Czech Philharmonic.  Smetáček was also an accompanist on many recordings.  The 
most important of these are the complete set of Beethoven’s Piano Concertos with Jan 
Panenka, Concerto in A Minor, No. 1 for Violin and D Minor for Two Violins by Johann 
Sebastian Bach, Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue, both Piano Concertos by Fréderic Chopin, 
Piano Concerto in A Major by Franz Liszt, Sinfonia Concertante in E-flat Major by Wolfgang 
Amadeus Mozart, Violin Concerto in D Major by Nicolo Paganini, Piano Concerto in G major 
by Maurice Ravel, Dvořák’s Violin Concerto in A Minor, Music for Viola and Strings by Paul 
Hindemith, Rhapsody-Concerto for Viola by Bohuslav Martinů and others. 
 
Composing was only a side activity for Smetáček. Apart from his conservatory graduation 
composition Wind Quintet (1930), his more significant works include his Suite for Wind 
Quintet From the Life of Insects and the orchestral march Vivat Olympia (1937), composed 
for a competition on the occasion of the Olympic Games in Helsinki.  During World War II 
(1940) he quickly orchestrated Mussorgsky’s Pictures from an Exhibition, as Ravel’s 
orchestral version was not available at that time, for the sake of a one-off performance by 
the Prague Symphony Orchestra (FOK). For the Prague Wind Quintet he made arrangements 
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of a number of orchestral and instrumental works, e.g. Toccata and Fugue in A Minor and 
some other fugues by Johann Sebastian Bach.  He published several instructive works: Six 
Master Studies for oboe, Scale Studies for oboe (both 1954) and Oboe School (1956), in 
collaboration with Adolf Kubát.  For his sons’ jazz ensemble the Traditional Jazz Studio he 
composed some jazz-influenced pieces (Small Waltz, Rag Time Echo) and made 
arrangements of others (Cotton Tail Rag, Rum Tum Tiddle Dance).  He also wrote and 
published a number of musicological essays and studies. 

Throughout his long musical career Smetáček was active as a pedagogue at the Prague 
Conservatory. From 1945 on he led his own oboe class and taught “chamber wind harmony”. 
In 1946 he was tasked with teaching “chamber wind interpretation” and in 1952 became  
a part-time teacher in leading orchestras as well as being conductor of the Chamber 
Orchestra at the Academy of Music (AMU) in Prague.  Unfortunately his pedagogical work 
was secondary to his other activities, both due to his extreme workload and perhaps also 
due to a certain mistrust among those in the field in his pedagogical competence.  

After World War II Smetáček was a great promoter of Czech music on all his tours abroad.  
 
Thanks to the thorough card files he maintained of all his public performances, we can see 
that his final concert in Zlín on 5th December 1985 (featuring the Symphony No. 4 by 
Bohuslav Martinů, Piano Concerto by Luboše Fišer and Vítězslav Novák’s symphonic poem 
Eternal Longing) was number 2,000. 
  
No monograph about Václav Smetáček has been written to date. Although the book Life with 
a Baton (only in Czech) by his wife Míla is a useful contribution to documenting his life, it 
does not meet the requirements on a serious monograph.  It deals more with her personal 
memories and is a subjective account tinged with emotional recollections.  
  
Smetáček’s life-long artistic career was recognized by a number of official distinctions. In 
1957 he received the Polish Officer’s Cross Polonia Restituta, in 1968 the Merit Medal of the 
City of Prague, the title of honour of National Artist in 1976, the Medal of Merit for 
Contribution to the Promotion of the Music of Leoš Janáček (1978–79), and became a Citizen 
of Honour of the Royal City of Slaný.  His recording of the Cyrano de Bergerac suite by Josef 
Bohuslav Foerster was awarded the Golden Disc of Supraphon and The Czech Christmas 
Mass by Jakub Jan Ryba the Platinum Disc. The set of recordings Musica Antiqua Bohemica, 
in which he participated, was awarded the Gran Prix Charles Cros (1961) along with the 
recording of Missa sanctificationis Sancti Joannis Nepomuceni by Antonio Caldara.  The 
recording of Smetana’s My Country with the Czech Philharmonic received the Golden CV 
Prize from Nippon Columbia in 1984. 

Source: The Czech Music Lexicon of Persons and Institutions, entry: Václav Smetáček, author: 
PhDr. Petar Zapletal 
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