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Preface

Composed: August — November 1889

First performance: 2 February 1890, Prague

Original publisher: Novello, Ewer & Co., London, March 1892
Instrumentation: 2 Flutes (Piccolo), 2 Oboes (Cor anglais), 2 Clarinets,

2 Bassoons — 4 Horns, 2 Trumpets, 3 Trombones, Tuba — Timpani — Strings
Duration: ca. 37 minutes

Among Dvofik’s four great symphonies, the Symphony No. 8 in G major Op. 88, which
today is almost as well known and well loved as the ‘New World’, occupies a distinctive place
in more than one respect. In the first place — unlike the sixth symphony in D major Op. 60,
which Dvofdk wrote for the Vienna Philharmonic in 1880 at the request of the conductor
Hans Richter, and the seventh in D minor Op. 70, which was composed in 1884/85 to a com-
mission from the London Philharmonic Society — the eighth came into being of its own
accord, without any known external prompting. The first individual sketches are dated 26
August 1889’, while the full continuous sketch was written down between 6 and 23 Septem-
ber 1889: the first movement bears the completion date of 13 September, the opening and
ending of the second movement are dated 13 and 16 September respectively, and the com-
pletion dates of the third movement and the finale are given as 17 September and 23 Septem-
ber 1889. Work on the score, which seems at first to have proceeded in parallel with work on
the sketch (the starting date of the first movement is given in the score as 6 September 1889),
continued until 8 November 1889 (cf. completion date, p. 131).

We have said that the work came into being of its own accord, but in fact it is possible that
some role in its conception was played by Dvofak’s agreement to undertake a concert tour to
Moscow, following an invitation from Pyotr I. Tchaikovsky during the latter’s visit to Prague
in November 1888. Although the only symphonies that Dvofdk suggested as programme
items for the tour, in a letter sent to Moscow on 24 August 1889 (just two days before he start-
ed work on the composition of Op. 88), were Nos. 5, 6 and 7, he later wrote on 2 October
1889: ‘[...] or I may bring a new [symphony], which is still in manuscript: I do not yet know
for certain whether I shall have completed the work’. On 15 January 1890 ~ two months after
he had finished composing the eighth symphony — he wrote to Moscow: ‘With regard to your
esteemed enquiry about the symphony, I beg to propose to you, therefore, the new symphony
in G major, which is still in manuscript.” These passages from the letters, together with the
fact that the structural principles underlying the eighth symphony are in certain respects
reminiscent of Tchaikovsky’s fifth symphony (a work which Dvofdk had heard during his
Russian friend’s stay in Prague and which he knew well and held in high regard), strongly
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suggest that ‘Russia’ was the spark that first ignited the symphony. In the event, the work,
which received its premiere in Prague on 2 February 1890, was then not performed during
the concert tour either in Moscow or St Petersburg. Moreover, it was dedicated, not to the
composer’s Russian friends, but to the Czech Academy of Sciences and Arts, which sub-
sequently elected Dvofak a member on 22 April 1890. The fact that no performances took
place in Russia may have been the result of a veto by Dvotak’s publisher, Fritz Simrock, with
whom the composer was currently in negotiations about the work; the Czech dedication may
have been a reaction to certain disparaging and malicious remarks by Russian music critics.

Op. 88 also occupies a distinctive place among Dvotak’s symphonies on formal grounds.
Unlike the Brahmsian sixth and seventh symphonies, which are characterized by thematic
working based on developing variation and an emphasis on clearly defined thematic com-
plexes, the eighth proceeds by means of what is apparently the simple juxtaposition of a
wealth of melodic ideas, the effect of which — even though beneath the surface these ideas
are actually connected in many ways — is a loosening of the formal structure. Hermann
Kretzschmar wrote:

‘It can scarcely be called a symphony, in the terms to which the European musical world has
been accustomed since the time of Haydn and Beethoven: there is far too little working-out,
and its structure is based too much on loose invention. It has affinities with Smetana’s tone
poems and Dvofdk’s own Slavonic Rhapsodies.’

Johannes Brahms voiced a similar view:

‘There are too many fragmentary, unimportant things jostling around in it. Everything is
refined, musically captivating and good — but the important things are missing!’

Those features, however, that Kretzschmar and Brahms described in negative terms (‘loose
invention’, ‘fragmentary’, ‘unimportant’), were the very things for which Dvorik was striving
in the symphony. According to his first biographer Otakar Sourek, he said that ‘it had been
his intention in this symphony to produce a work which differed from his other symphonies
and treated the musical ideas in a new way’. The new approach to which Dvorak was refer-
ring is closely bound up with the change in his compositional style that took place in the
spring of 1889: a change that saw his reorientation, to use Lisztian terms, from a ‘specific’ to
a ‘poetic’ symphonist. In a letter to Simrock of 19 May 1889 concerning the 13 Poetické
ndlady [Poetic tone pictures] for piano Op. 85 which were composed between April and June
that year — that is, just two months before the eighth symphony — Dvorak wrote:

‘Each piece will have a title and is meant to express something: in other words, in a sense it is
programme music [...]."

And on 19 June 1889 he told his friend Emanuel Chlava: ‘because here [in Op. 85] I am not
only a pure musician [absolutni muzikant] but also a musical poet. Don’t laugh at me!’
Dvotidk’s terminology — ‘title’, ‘express something’, ‘in a sense [...] programme music’, ‘pure
musician’, ‘musical poet’ — which consciously echoes the partisan battles over form and con-
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tent, expression and structure that had been taking place during the 19th century, indicates
the extent of the artistic shift he had undergone. Hitherto he had composed ‘form in tonal
movement’ [t6nend bewegte Formen]; now he was seeking an intensification of his musical
language, a clarification of the musical expression and the development of a more highly
characterized, figurative style, The Dumky trio and the three concert overtures V prirodé
[In nature’s realm], Carnival and Othello would also be part of this process of reorientation.
So too, to a degree, would the ninth symphony: its famous second movement was labelled
‘legenda’ in the sketches, and the third was linked to the dance scene from Longfellow’s
American Indian epic Hiawatha. By 1896, inevitably, Dvofak the composer of ‘absolute
music’ found his way to the symphonic poem. The eighth symphony was both the first
orchestral, and the first symphonic, work in this process. Indeed, a London critic wrote after
the first British performance on 24 April 1890 that it was ‘impossible not to feel that the
music is attempting to speak quite explicitly of events beyond itself’, and Kretzschmar, high-
ly versed in the music of his time, detected ‘solemn church music, serenades, jaunty sounds of
marching from afar’, ‘patriotic festivities’ and ‘folk games’ in this novel composition. What
Kretzschmar had perceived was a new form of musical language and idiom: a freshly evolving
musical rhetoric that the composer deliberately intended to be formulaic and immediately
comprehensible.

Dvorik’s eighth symphony is sometimes described in the literature as the ‘English’ symphony,
but this term — the third respect in which the work stands out among its companions — is valid
only in the sense that unlike its predecessors, the eighth was published not by the composer’s
principal publisher N. Simrock of Berlin but by Novello, Ewer and Co. of London. Dvoiak
had had close contacts with the London firm and its proprietors Henry and Alfred Littleton
since the London Philharmonic Society had first invited him to visit England in 1883. In 1885
Novello published the dramatic cantata Svatebni ko¥le [The spectre’s bride] Op. 69, com-
posed for Birmingham festival, and a year later they published the oratorio Svaté Ludmila
[St Ludmila], written for Leeds. Initially, after completing the new symphony, Dvot4k offered
it to Simrock in the usual way. There was a gap, however, between the fee that Simrock
offered and the one that Dvorak requested — as, indeed, there had been in the case of the
seventh symphony not long before, but whereas on that occasion the tensions between com-
poser and publisher had been resolved, in the case of the eighth they remained insurmount-
able. The ‘winner’ in the dispute was Novello, to whom Dvofak must have offered the
symphony in the autumn of 1890. Novello’s own response, nevertheless, was cautious. “We
should like to consider the question of taking your symphony,” they wrote, ‘but you know that
in England there is absolutely no sale for orchestral music.” They indicated the possibility of a
contract, however, in combination with the Reguierz Op. 89, composed for Birmingham,
which had been completed on 31 October: ‘If you will let me know at once something about
the “Requiem” and if you will name a price for the two works, “Requiem” and Symphony, we
will do our best to meet your wishes.’

Negotiations were concluded on 13 April 1891; the printed score, piano arrangement and
orchestral parts were published by Novello in London in March 1892. A German edition
was later produced by Fritz Oeser for the Musikwissenschaftlicher Verlag of Leipzig in 1941.
Neither that edition, nor the edition published by Otakar Sourek as part of the Dvordk com-
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plete edition in 1956, was able to make use of the engraver’s copy-text, on which the Novello
edition was based. The present edition is the first modern edition to take account of the
engraver’s copy-text as a source of the text of what is one of Dvofak’s most original and attrac-
tive works,

Klaus Déoge
Translation: Richard Deveson
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