Antonin Dvorak's Symphony No. 9 in E minor, "From the New World"
Program Notes

When Antonin Dvofak accepted the post of director of the National Conservatory of Music
in New York in 1892, he arrived eager to understand—and to help shape—a distinctly
American musical voice. During his three-year stay, he immersed himself in spirituals,
Native American legends (particularly those in Longfellow’s Song of Hiawatha), and the
rhythms and melodies he heard from students and communities around him. The result
was one of the most enduring symphonies in the concert repertoire: the Symphony No. 9
in E minor, “From the New World,” completed in 1893 and premiered by the New York
Philharmonic that December to immediate acclaim.

Although Dvofak insisted he used no direct quotations from American melodies, he
allowed that their character deeply influenced him. The symphony’s themes often lean on
pentatonic outlines, open harmonies, and distinctive rhythmic gestures reminiscent of
spirituals and Native American music—filtered through the composer’s unmistakably
Czech musical language. What emerged is both a musical postcard from America and a
profoundly personal expression from an artist far from home.

l. Adagio - Allegro molto

The opening movement moves from a quiet, searching introduction into a surging allegro
distinguished by its dramatic contrast between restless rhythmic energy and broad, lyrical
statements. The main theme, with its bold leaps and syncopations, captures Dvorak’s
sense of discovery in the New World. The orchestra passes rapid motivic fragments among
sections, building a sense of motion and vastness that evokes both American landscapes
and the composer’s own excitement.

Il. Largo

The symphony’s most famous movement opens with hushed chords before the English
horn presents one of the most beloved melodies in the symphonic repertoire. Often
associated with the song “Goin’ Home” (a later adaptation, not an original folk source), this
theme conveys deep longing—interpreted by many as Dvofak’s homesickness for Bohemia.
The movement’s central section, with its darker harmonies and distant brass calls, has
been linked by Dvofak to scenes from Hiawatha, particularly a funeral procession. The
return of the opening melody brings the movement to a place of serene, almost spiritual
reflection.

Ill. Scherzo: Molto vivace

Vibrant, propulsive, and full of syncopated vitality, the scherzo draws on rhythmic ideas
that Dvorak associated with Native American ceremonies and dance—filtered again
through his European symphonic technique. The contrasting trio section provides a



pastoral respite before the opening material returns with exuberant force. The movement’s
vivid contrasts showcase Dvordk’s orchestral mastery and his feel for color and
momentum.

IV. Allegro con fuoco

The finale bursts forth with a commanding brass theme that serves as the symphony’s
dramatic anchor. Dvofak weaves in reminiscences of previous movements, creating a
cyclic structure that lends the work a sense of unity and inevitability. Driving rhythms and
bold orchestral writing propel the music toward a powerful climax, after which the coda
gradually retreats into a quiet, haunting conclusion—suggesting both closure and
unanswered questions, a fitting ending for a symphony about discovery and reflection.



