
DVOŘÁK

Symphony No. 9
Here’s Dvo∑ák’s American dream, as he  
told the New York Herald in 1893: ‘I am  
now convinced that the future music of this 
country must be built on the foundations of 
the songs which are called Afro-American 
melodies. They must become the basis of a 
serious and original school of composition 
which should be established in the United 
States of America.’ Implicit in his words is that 
the leaders of this new school would be black 
composers, like those he met and taught, and 
whose music he promoted, at the National 
Conservatory of Music of America. The 
creativity across all musical genres that black 
musicians inspired in early 20th-century  
America gave rise to new forms – ragtime, 
jazz, swing – but what Dvo∑ák really meant 
was that this new music would be symphonic 
in scope and be part of the canons and 
repertoires of orchestras.

And that’s exactly what pioneering black 
composers did in the early decades of the 
20th century. Black composers in America 
created symphonies that deserve to be 
performed to give a fuller picture of 20th-
century music. These pieces are the most 
ambitious revelation of what Dvo∑ák’s  
‘New World’ is really about: new kinds of 
symphonies composed by the inheritors of 
the traditions that Dvo∑ák heard and admired. 
These symphonies represent a claiming of the 
form and the institutions of classical music by 
new composers and new audiences.

Sitting next to Dvo∑ák at the premiere of the 
‘New World’ was Maurice Arnold Strothotte, 
Dvo∑ák’s biggest hope among his black 
students. Born in 1865, he studied in Berlin in 
the 1880s and faced criticism from one of his 

teachers, Heinrich Urban, for including 
American dance tunes in his pieces a decade 
before Dvo∑ák thought of suggesting the 
same thing. Among his many works there is  
a symphony that remains unpublished – a 
musical wrong that needs to be put right!

William Grant Still’s First Symphony, the 
‘Afro-American’, composed in 1930, is the 
first such work by a black composer to be 
played by a major orchestra, and it became 
the most-performed symphony by any 
American composer until the 1950s. This  
was the first of five numbered symphonies 
that Still composed, and the ‘Afro-American’ 
is a piece that realises Dvo∑ák’s ideas in  
the clearest possible sense, with its blues 
progressions, joyously unfurling lyricism, 
magificent orchestration and connections 
with the spirituals and melodies of the 
people. As Still said, the symphony is about 
‘the sons of the soil, who still retain so  
many of the traits peculiar to their African 
forebears; who have not responded 
completely to the transforming effect of 
progress’ – a quote that shows pastoral 
nostalgia was a cultural commonplace all over 
the world in the early decades of the 20th 
century. Still’s other symphonies continue his 
musical project in ambitious but gloriously 
communicative ways. 

William Dawson’s ‘Negro Folk’ Symphony 
was premiered by Leopold Stokowski and 
the Philadelphia Orchestra in 1934; Dawson 
revised it after travelling to West Africa in 
1952. It’s another piece that takes Dvo∑ák’s 
inspiration and goes into new dimensions: the 
horn melody in the first movement starts as 
an almost exact inversion of the horn tune in 
the Allegro of Dvo∑ák’s opening movement, 
but the piece is a bold programmatic 
realisation of emancipation in sound. 

Florence B. Price’s four symphonies are 
similarly unjustly neglected. Price, who had  
to enter the New England Conservatory in 
1901 as a ‘Mexican’ to get past the school’s 
racial prejudices, was the first black woman 
to have her symphony played by a major 
ensemble in the States, when Frederick Stock 
conducted her E minor Symphony with  
the Chicago Symphony Orchestra in 1933.  
Price’s style is another unique achievement; 
an enrichment of conventional symphonic 
language and structure with her own idioms.

Join Tom Service on his musical odyssey in The Listening 
Service on BBC Radio 3, Sundays at 5.00pm, from  
3 September. Go to The Listening Service on the Radio 3 
website to hear clips, watch animations, download previous 
episodes and listen to the Proms Listening Service playlist.
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