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Preface

Composed: November 1894 — February 1895 in New York

First performance: 19 March 1896 in London with Leo Stern, Violoncello,
and the Orchestra of the Philharmonic Society conducted by Dvoriak
Original publisher: N. Simrock, Berlin, 1896

Versions and arrangements: Dvoiak revised the ending of the piece

in Pisek in summer 1895

Instrumentation: 2 Flutes (2 Piccolo), 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —
3 Horns, 2 Trumpets, 3 Trombones, Tuba — Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 42 minutes

By the winter of 1891-2 Dvotsk knew that he was soon to spend two years in America as
Director of New York’s National Conservatory of Music, and he made a farewell tour of
Czechoslovakia performing his own music with a violinist and a cellist. For the occasion he
wrote a rondo for cello and piano and arranged his piano duet, Silent Woods (Op.68/5), for
the same combination, and they were played by his friend Hanu§ Wihan and himself, In New
York in October 1893 he orchestrated the piano parts of both pieces. When he returned to
his homeland the following summer for a few months he probably showed them to Wihan in
their new form. He began work on a full-scale concerto for Wihan, an idea which already
seems to have been developing in his mind, on 8 November 1894 in New York, during his last
winter at the Conservatory; orchestration of the whole work was complete by 9 February
1895. Thoughts of home, however, can nevertheless be detected in this work and are particu-
larly evident in the references to Czech folk music in the Finale.

The darkly modal gesture with which the clarinets announce the first movement, with its flat-
tened leading-note, ushers in the first of the movement’s two principal themes. This ‘pure
minor’ mood suggestive of traditional idioms is common in Dvoi4k’s music; though it appears
prominently in his ‘American’ works (e.g. the New World Symphony and the American Quar-
tet in F Op.96) through pentatonic scales and other folk-like melodic patterns, his style was
characterized by similar inflections for many years before. There is a double exposition in this
sonata-form movement — a classical convention of the concerto genre — in which the orches-
tra is first to present both main ideas. The second theme is a languorously beautiful melody
for horn (bar 57ff.), taken up by clarinet and rounded off with a rhythmic codetta hammered
out in a punctuating tutti. The cello enters for a second exposition subtly brightening the
disposition of the music with the D sharp of the tonic major. At the point where the recapitu-
lation is expected, Dvofak reverses the order of his two themes following a brief central
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development. He brings in the horn’s earlier melody, triumphantly usurping the place of the
first subject, at which only hints are then made, rather than permitting again a complete rev-
elation of its full identity.

While writing the slow movement, Dvofak heard with distress that his sister-in-law, Josefina
Kaunitzovi, was very ill, and this prompted him to quote from a song of his, Leave e alone
(Op.82/1), of which Josefina had been especially fond. He changed the tune from four-four
time to three-four (bar 42ff.). By the end of April 1895 he was back in Prague, and a month
later Josefina died. As some form of memorial to her, Dvofak revised the end of the Finale.
He substituted sixty new bars (bars 449ff.) in place of four bars in the original; they are
among the loveliest he ever wrote. Thirty years earlier, in 1865, Dvotak had given her piano
lessons and fallen in love with her; she refused him and he later married her younger sister. It
may not be altogether a coincidence that in 1865 Dvorik was also writing a cello concerto; to
some extent Josefina must have inspired both works. The eatlier concerto, in A major, which
he neither orchestrated nor tried to publish, was recovered from the estate of its dedicatee,
the cellist Ludevit Peer, in 1925 and is now held at the British Library. Some attempt has been
made to reconstruct a performing edition of this through-composed and somewhat diffuse
50-minute concerto.

In August 1895 Wihan played through the new B minor concerto with Dvofik at the piano
and suggested a number of simplifications in the very difficult solo part. Not all of them
appealed to the composer, who showed positive annoyance when Wihan tried to foist on him
a cadenza he had written for insertion near the end of the Finale. Dvofdk had clear reasons, it
seems, for not wishing to disturb the flow of the closing moments of the third movement,
since the final heroic gestures of its conclusion build up from veiled references to themes
from the first two movements. He expressed his conception of the Finale in a letter to his
publisher, Simrock, instructing them to publish the work as it had been originally conceived,
largely without Wihan’s emendations. However the simplifications shown in the first move-
ment (bars 261-5 and 327-340) and in the last (bars 199-202) are presumably Wihan’s.

The Allegro moderato Finale unfolds along an outwardly organic and oblique course,
although this beguiling veneer conceals a subtly constructed rondo form. It broadly follows
the pattern ABA’-CDC’-A"EA", after the distant plod of marching horns in an introduction.
Dvotdk draws on Czech traditional idioms most obviously at first in the brief but sprightly
B section (bars 49-72) as well as in the more lyrically folk-like E section (bars 281f£.). The
two-bar motto that had opened the work, and which pervades the first movement (appearing
even towards the end of the second movement at bar 124), is joined by a further suggestion of
Josefina’s song on a solo violin (bars 468-473) before the concerto’s confident dénouement. It
is not, however, cyclic in the way that Elgar recalled the opening of his E minor Cello Con-
certo in its fourth movement, twenty or so years later; nevertheless, he and other composers
of subsequent Cello Concertos have been indebted to the present work, including Shos-
takovich. Dvorék’s Finale possesses a three-fold nostalgia: it recalls the work’s opening, the
composer’s homeland through its music and, at a deeper level, the irretrievable loss of an
early love,
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By Autumn 1895, Dvoiak had been negotiating the first performance with the Philharmonic
Society in London; when it proved difficult to find a date that suited Wihan he agreed after
some resistance that the young cellist Leo Stern should be the soloist instead. He went
through the solo part with Stern in Prague and conducted the first performance at the
Queen’s Hall in London on 19 March 1896. The cello used by Stern at the premiere, a 1684
Stradivarius named after General Kyd, who brought it to England in the 18th century, was
famously stolen from a Los Angeles house in early 2004.

Notwithstanding a reservation expressed by the Musical Times immediately after the pre-
miere (‘We are by no means certain that this Violoncello Concerto will become a favourite.
Dvotik has written soli that are covered up a good deal and eclipsed in interest by the orches-
tra’), the concerto has enjoyed unbroken favour with performers and audiences. Although for
many years its difficulties seemed almost insurmountable, it is now in every cellist’s reper-
toire. Wihan, to whom it is dedicated, did not play it until 1899, when Mengelberg conduct-
ed; he played it again in 1900 ~ in Budapest — this time, at long last, with Dvof4k conducting.
A notably poignant performance of the work took place in 1968 during the Cold War, with
Mstislav Rostropovich, on the day that Soviet tanks rolled into Dvofik’s homeland.

Roger Fiske,
revised by David Lewiston Sharpe

Reference
J. Clapham: Antonin Dyosik’s, Musician and Craftsman (London 1971)
N. Kenyon, ed.: BBC Proms Guide to Great Concertos (London 2004)
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