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FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 24, 2021 • 7:30 P.M.
MARK C. SMITH CONCERT HALL, VON BRAUN CENTER 
Huntsville Symphony Orchestra • Gregory Vajda, Music Director & Conductor

classical 1

Dvořák Dances  
& Serenades

Slavonic Dances, op. 46 (B. 83)

 No. 1 in C (Furiant)
 No. 2 in E minor (Dumka)
	 No.	3	in	A-flat	(Polka) 

Serenade for Winds in  
D minor, op. 44 (B. 77)

I. Moderato, quasi marcia
II. Minuetto 
III. Andante con moto
IV. Finale: Allegro molto 

INTERMISSION

Serenade for Strings in E-flat, op. 6  

I. Andante con moto
II. Allegro ma non troppo e grazioso
III. Adagio 
IV. Allegro giocoso, ma non troppo presto  

 Slavonic Dances, op. 46 (B. 83) 

 No. 6 in D (Sousedská)
 No. 7 in C minor (Skočná)
 No. 8 in G minor (Furiant)

Antonín Dvořák
 (1841–1904)

Josef Suk
(1874–1935)

Dvořák

Concert Sponsor: 

Dr. Alice Chenault and Dr. Milton Harris
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program 
notes

DVOŘÁK
Slavonic Dances, op. 46 (B. 83)

In	the	1870s,	it	was	unlikely	that	one	would	have	heard	of	
a	Bohemian	musician	named	Antonín	Dvořák	unless	one	
lived in the vicinity of Prague. An orchestral violist, church 
organist,	teacher,	and	aspiring	composer,	Dvořák	spent	
his twenties and thirties struggling to support himself and 
his growing young family. However, when his persistent 
submissions to the Austrian State Prize for composition 
caught	the	attention	of	panelist	Johannes	Brahms,	Dvořák’s	
fortunes changed almost overnight: he was invited by 
Simrock,	Brahms’	publisher,	to	join	the	firm’s	illustrious	roster	
of composers. 

Following the model of Brahms’ wildly successful Hungarian 
Dances	published	a	decade	earlier,	Dvořák	put	forth	his	
own Slavonic Dances, opus 46, in 1878. They were four-
hand	piano	duets	in	their	first	incarnation.	They	flew	off	the	
retailers’	shelves,	so	Simrock	requested	arrangements	for	
orchestra; these followed in short order and have remained 
central to the Romantic repertoire since, certainly among 
the	most	popular	of	Dvořák’s	works	alongside	his	“New	
World” Symphony No. 9. A second set of Slavonic Dances 
followed in 1886 and these were similarly well received.

Dvořák	was	one	of	the	first	among	his	countrymen	to	
attain real international prominence as a composer, and 
this fame was catalyzed largely by the notoriety of the 
Slavonic Dances.	Unlike	Brahms’	Hungarian	ones,	these	do	
not	incorporate	actual	folk	melodies—all	the	tunes	are	of	
the composer’s invention, but the character is authentic 
enough to give the impression of good times on the village 
green.	Dvořák	emulates	several	different	dance	types	from	
across the Slavic world, from the bold, brash furiant to the 
melancholic dumka. 

Rapid, piquant contrasts between the major and minor 
modes are features of this music, along with driving rhythms 
and	catchy	melodic	figures:	these	pieces	are	lyrical	and	
danceable	all	at	once.	Dvořák’s	sparkling	orchestrations	
amplify and colorize these core characteristics for the 
benefit	of	a	large	concert	hall,	while	the	original	“black	
and white” versions for piano were intended for cozy 
readings at home. 
[Nos. 1-3, ca. 13’]
[Nos. 6-8, ca. 12’]

DVOŘÁK
Serenade for Winds in  
D minor, op. 44 (B. 77)

The German term Harmoniemusik refers to music written 
in orchestral style for an ensemble of wind instruments, 
either without strings or with only a few present, and 
usually intended for outdoor performance (whether 
literally or in spirit). There is a long tradition of such 
pieces, from Mozart’s “Gran Partita” Serenade No. 10 
to	works	by	Beethoven,	Schubert,	and	others.	Along	
with military marches, fanfares, and arrangements of 
orchestral and opera favorites, this type of concert 
music was central to the early repertoire for civic wind 
bands in Europe and the United States.

Dvořák’s	Serenade	for	Winds	in	D	minor	dates	from	
1878 and was premiered in Prague with the composer 
conducting. It is scored for two oboes, two clarinets, 
two bassoons, contrabassoon, three horns, cello, and 
double bass. Cast in four movements according to a 
broadly symphonic plan, the music immediately suggests 
a	rustic	village	ambience—like	the	Slavonic Dances, 
this Serenade is a love letter from the composer to his 
homeland. It blends Slavic humor and dash with Classical 
tradition almost seamlessly, its lush, velvety melodies 
striving together to create a cohesive whole. While the 
second movement is styled as a courtly minuet which 
might	fit	into	a	symphony	by	Haydn,	its	interior	portion	is	a	
hardy	Bohemian	dance.	The	work	is	brought	full	circle	by	
the	exuberant	finale,	which	reprises	themes	heard	earlier	
in the opening march movement. 
[ca. 25’]   

SUK
Serenade for Strings  
in E-flat, op. 6

The	Bohemian	violinist	and	composer	Josef	Suk	was	
not	only	the	star	pupil	of	Antonín	Dvořák—Suk	was	
also	Dvořák’s	son-in-law,	having	married	the	master’s	
daughter	Otylka	in	1898.	While	his	youth	was	full	of	
promise	and	a	measure	of	prosperity,	Suk’s	later	years	
were	marked	by	tragedy:	both	Otylka	and	her	famous	
father died in 1904-05, and World War I later brought both 
personal hardships and professional obstacles to the 
composer.	By	the	end	of	his	life,	however,	Suk’s	music	had	
gained the respect of several prominent modernists. He is 
known	best	for	his	orchestral	works,	and	for	the	gorgeous,	
engaging Serenade for Strings most of all. His grandson, 
also	named	Josef	Suk	(1929–2011),	became	a	famous	
violinist in his own right and the founder of the esteemed 
Suk	Chamber	Orchestra.	
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As	a	relatively	early	work,	the	Serenade	shows	the	
strong	influence	of	Dvořák.	Indeed,	Dvořák	ordered	
the	work	as	an	assignment,	more	or	less,	encouraging	
the	eighteen-year-old	Suk	to	try	writing	something	a	
bit more winsome than his usual somber fare. “It is now 
summertime,”	Dvořák	told	his	protégé,	“so	I	suggest	
something lively for a change.” Completed in 1892 and 
first	performed	in	1895,	it	is	in	some	sense	grounded	in	
Dvořák’s	own	E	major	Serenade	for	Strings	(1875),	though	
Suk	often	drifts	inward	and	away	from	the	extroversion	
epitomized by his teacher’s example. It is said that the 

piece	was	written	as	Suk	was	falling	in	love	with	young	
Otylka,	and	that	the	Serenade	may	even	be	a	musical	
portrait of the beloved.

The second movement is a lithe, graceful waltz, while the 
third, a voluptuous adagio, is the emotional centerpiece of 
the	work	and	perhaps	its	most	strikingly	beautiful	portion.	
But	Suk	seems	to	remember	the	merrymaking	nature	of	his	
assignment	once	again	with	the	finale,	finishing	with	a	lively	
flourish	and	a	racing	crescendo	to	the	end.	
[ca. 28’]




