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The Bear is the second of the two operas by William Walton, described by Walton himself
as an "Extravaganza in One Act" involving just 3 characters. The libretto was writte n by Paul
Dehn and Walton based on the play of the same tit le by Anton Chekhov (which is also
someti mes translated into English as The Boor') .
Walton received a commission from the Koussevitzky Foundation in 1958, and he dedicated
the opera "to the memory of Serge and Natalie Koussevitzky". He began composing in 1965
when th e Aldeburgh Festival in England requested an opera from him. The Bearwas fir st
performed at the Jubilee Hall, Aldeburgh on 3 June 1967.

We begin in the drawing room of Yelena Ivanovna Popova's country house, Mme Popova
has not left home since her husband died a year ago, and as she tells her servant Luka she
is determined things should stay that way:" I shall never go out.... Why should I ? My life is
already at an end. He is in his grave, and I have buried myself between four walls.... We
are both dead." Luka tried to change her mind to no avail.
Her husband was certainly no angel - he repaid her devotion with endless affairs, leaving
her alone while he spent her money and chased other women - but she intends to prove
her love for him despite his faults by giving up her own happiness, buried alive in the home
th ey shared caring for his beloved horse Toby.
Their argum ent is interrupted by a knock at the door, and enters Smirnov - a frustrated
oats salesmen owed over one thousand two hundred rubles by Popova's dead husband. She
insists she does not have the money to pay - but Smirnov is not taking "no" for an answer
and refuses to leave.
The more they argue, the more impressed he is by her fire and spirit until she demands he
leaves, calling him "a bear" and he challenges her to a duel, for which she is happy to dig
out her husband's old pistols as long as Smirnov can show her how to fire them - and in
the hope of shooting him through th e head.
It's too late for Smirnov though, he's already smitt en: "She is a woman! That's the sort I
can understand ! A real woman! Gunpowder fireworks! I'm even sorry to have to kill her",
Popova return s with th e duelling pistols and then ...
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