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INTRODUCTION

In the second of this three-part resource (for part one, see Music Teacher, February 2019), we will be joining 

the story of the symphony at its heyday in the 19th century, where the form expanded and evolved at dizzying 

speed. By the end of the century, symphony orchestras were up to ten times the size of their 18th-century 

predecessors, playing works of double the length to much larger, more discerning audiences.

As before, the aim of this resource is to use the story of the symphony to give a context for analysing instrumental 

writing in the wider listening questions at GCSE and beyond. It gives a historical framework for set works and 

outlines the creative principles of key composers, questioning the choices they made as they crafted their 

symphonies and, in so doing, giving inspiration for the students’ own compositional thinking. The resources 

should broaden the vocabulary and analytical thinking required for the higher-scoring evaluative answers in 

the listening papers in Key Stages 4 and 5. A Spotify playlist accompanies each resource, to use for musical 

illustrations and listening exercises.

This second part takes us from the symphonic revolutions of Beethoven in the early 1800s through the diverse 

response to that impressive legacy by some of the main symphonists of the Romantic era, including Berlioz, 

Brahms, Tchaikovsky and Dvořák. It will take into account the massive growth of the orchestra in this time, 

and the creative potential that that growth unlocked in terms of instrumentation and form. It will show how 

the symphony became the perfect vehicle for expressing Romantic ideals, and will give an account of the 

split between abstract and programmatic music as the ‘programme symphony’ and symphonic poem gained 

popularity under Berlioz and Liszt. Works covered include:

 � Beethoven’s symphonies nos 1 to 9 in overview.

 � Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique.

 � Brahms’s Symphony No. 4 vs Tchaikovsky’s Symphony No. 4 (typifying the ‘war of the Romantics’).

 � Dvořák’s Symphony No. 7.

THE STORY SO FAR

In case you missed the first part (see Music Teacher, February 2019), here is a brief catch-up of the story so far. 

A ‘sinfonia’ in the early Baroque period could designate a range of instrumental works, from incidental music 

in an opera to a medley of dances between courses in a banquet. As the Baroque period progressed, so the 

form followed the example of the Italian concerto grosso and trio sonata, falling into the customary fast-slow-

fast pattern of movements.

As Enlightenment ideals found their way into the world of music, so the symphony took on more structure 

and purpose in the pre-Classical styles of Sammartini, Johann Stamitz and CPE Bach, with the Mannheim 

composers adding a minuet and trio to the format. By the time Haydn experimented with and consolidated the 

form, the early symphony exemplified the most dramatic and cutting-edge writing for instruments of the day.

Mozart imported his flair for opera into the medium, expanding the narrative potential of the music and extending, 

in his final symphonies at least, the role of the finale in that narrative. The scene was set for Beethoven to take 

the symphony on a new path.

https://open.spotify.com/user/jonpjames/playlist/2SONSS6dFMPKp1wY9lvnye?si=zsjXcuq_SU2mIVrBMjPcXw
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BEETHOVEN’S REVOLUTION

Commenting on the beginnings of romanticism, the writer ETA Hoffmann remarked that where ‘Mozart lays 

claim to the metaphysical, the wondrous, which dwells in the inner spirit’, Beethoven’s music ‘moves the lever 

of fear, of dread, of horror, of pain, and wakes the infinite longing that is the essence of the romantic’.

Whether or not you go along with this notion of Beethoven as a musical horror writer, there is something about 

his music that is so vivid, intense and arresting, so self-evidently original. Right from his First Symphony, 

Beethoven set out to do things differently – and to do so on an ambitious scale.

After some years as an organist, the 22-year-old Beethoven concluded: ‘Fate is not favourable for me in Bonn.’ 

The time had come, in 1792, to take the plunge and move to Vienna. A year later, we learn from his diary that 

he had integrated himself into the musical echelons of society there to the extent that he was ‘taking chocolate 

and coffee’ with the great Joseph Haydn, who later agreed to give him lessons. Haydn’s first exhortation 

to the young composer was to experiment with opera and to try and order the wanderings of his keyboard 

improvisations into piano sonatas. Eventually, after experimenting with various different chamber combinations 

and two piano concertos, Beethoven mustered the courage to write his First Symphony in 1800. He had just 

turned 30.

Beethoven’s Symphony No. 1 in C

Compare the opening to Mozart’s Prague Symphony to that of Beethoven’s first steps into the symphonic world. 

Both introductions are assured and promise works of a certain grandeur, but where Mozart rolls out a velvet 

carpet, Beethoven whips the rug from under our feet. Students should be able to spot the following surprising 

features in the score:

 � The pizzicato strings, the opposite to Mozart’s held chords.

 � The ‘fp’s in the wind, paralleling the decay in sound in the strings.

 � The sudden contrasts in dynamics, including two subito pianos.

 � The sequence of three unstable dominant 7th chords in the first three bars.

Mozart gives us a broad, pleasing stroke of the brush in his introductory gesture, and Beethoven flicks the 

paint onto the canvas, teasing the listener. His three dominant 7th chords are part of that tease, too, keeping 

the home key at bay for eight bars. Then comes a rising scale in the strings, pausing for breath on the top note 

before hurtling into the Allegro section. This use of a rising scale to generate expectation is like slowly and 

tantalisingly lifting the curtain on a scene, and this playful effect is again exploited in the Adagio opening to 

the final movement. Here the curtain is raised comically, in faltering hitches, and the suspense heightened by 

a diminuendo to a whisper.

Even though Beethoven was flaunting the conventions set out by Haydn, the way in which he flaunts them is 

very much in the mould of his teacher: witty and playful. Like Haydn, Beethoven also favoured short, rhythmic 

motifs and used the development of those apparently unpromising fragments to drive the whole movement. 

Sibelius saw Beethoven’s genius as a result of not just talent but also hard work and the relentless 
drive to search for the new. The later composer wrote:

‘Beethoven did not have the greatest natural talent, but he subjected everything he did to the 
most searching self-criticism and by doing so achieved greatness.’

Beethoven’s sketchbooks testify to this intellectual rigour and the need to reflect on and rework ideas 
before committing them to manuscript. Do your students keep good musical journals and sketchbooks?

https://open.spotify.com/track/1b8x5oqBMDncIJcKA67g7f?si=CwJLPen8T3CPlrNQcu5OuQ
https://open.spotify.com/track/5PJyHgQesu4zE8l1EZIkwR?si=BACdTpDnRRKjsCIkeUvW3w
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This was to remain a signature trait in his instrumental writing thoughout his career.

Beethoven’s symphonies nos 2 to 6

The First Symphony was a shot across the bows, and despite its Classical touches, hints at the Romantic 

revolution to come. The Second Symphony of 1802 follows suite and was described by Berlioz as ‘smiling 

throughout’. Behind the smiles, however, lies a work of increasing complexity and challenge for both the player 

and listener. This is evidenced by:

 � Longer outer movements, with more elaborate introductions and extended codas.

 � A more intense second movement, with greater development, counterpoint and dramatic contrast.

 � An athletic scherzo for the third movement, replacing the customary minuet.

 � The rhythmic games (‘hiccups’) and pauses of the finale, which require extreme precision and tight 

ensemble from the orchestra.

The Eroica has had its own Music Teacher resource dedicated to it (see February 2018), such is its importance 

as marking a watershed in both Beethoven’s own ‘heroic’ style as well as the growth of the symphony as 

a whole. It is as if the neatly framed paintings of before have been replaced by a mural, a monument to 

Beethoven’s prowess as a musical visionary, and also to the potential of the symphony as a whole to express 

universal themes.

In a sense, this is Beethoven’s first programmatic symphony, depicting the rise (first movement) and fall (second) 

of a hero and their replacement by the power of the people (contrapuntal finale). It pushes boundaries in every 

respect, with violent discord, relentless pounding accents, longer development sections than ever before, and 

a finale that turns structural organisation on its head by starting with what turns out to be the bassline.

The Fourth and Fifth symphonies step back from the length and complexity of the Eroica, but are no less 

ambitious in their way, each evolving small motivic rhythms to great effect. The Fifth is the most compact of all 

Beethoven’s orchestral works, packing in as much energy into a small space as possible. The first movement 

plays out like a hard-fought argument between the various sections of the orchestra, with only one moment of 

let-up.

The programme that announced Beethoven’s First Symphony to the world is revealing on a number 
of levels. On its performance in Vienna’s Burgtheater in 1800, these were the other works on the bill:

 � A Mozart symphony.

 � An aria and duet from Haydn’s Creation.

 � A piano concerto and improvisation by Beethoven at the keyboard.

 � His first big hit, the Septet in E flat.

Aside from illustrating the multi-genre approach to programming at that time – something that’s now 
coming back into vogue – it shows how Beethoven had positioned himself as a worthy successor to 
Mozart and Haydn, continuing their legacy.

Critics of the day 
wrote that they 
found the finale 
‘bizarre’, ‘wild’ and 
‘overlong’.

BEETHOVEN’S SCHERZOS

Beethoven was the first to re-envisage the dancing third movement of a symphony as a musical ‘joke’, 
a scherzo. Even though his scherzos have elements of the triple-meter minuet and the contrasting 
trios as before, they tend to be nimbler and use rhythmic devices – off-beat accents, foreshortened 
phrases, stretto entries – to wrong-foot the listener.

The scherzo from the Eroica, Symphony No. 3, is a great example. Try having the students guess when 
the oboe will first enter (on the seventh bar) and see how counter-intuitive they find it.

Sid Caesar’s sketch 
that sets a comical 
domestic row to the 
first movement of 
Beethoven’s Fifth is 
a deserving classic.

https://open.spotify.com/track/59doYEctJD4VZ7IMbmDBA5?si=-47M8p55QcGpLdGnM2gx3A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EEhF-7suDsM
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The transition from the minor first movement to the major of the finale set up a triumphant model for other 

symphonists such as Brahms, Dvořák, Tchaikovsky and Mahler to follow.

The Fifth stands out for having a design that is not only concise but also highly unified. The famous three 

anacrusic quavers – the motto rhythm of the work – feature throughout, whether echoed in the timpani in the 

third movement or in a cheeky afterthought on the piccolo in the finale. They are clearly discernible and act as 

a red thread for the listener.

Where the Fifth uses repeated rhythms to create momentum and drive, so the Sixth Symphony uses them 

to create space and evoke the slowly evolving cycles and patterns of nature. The Pastoral Symphony 

(Beethoven’s own title) is about organic development that is inspired by the broadening of a stream into a river 

or the gathering of birds into a flock. It is the most subdued and meditative of all his symphonies.

Beethoven famously referred to this work as ‘more an expression of feeling than a tone painting’. However, 

there are several very direct allusions to the sounds of nature that you could get students to spot:

 � The flow of the brook in the second movement.

 � The birdsong at the end of this movement: nightingale, quail and cuckoo.

 � The thunder, rain and wind of the storm movement.

 � The yodeling clarinet greeting the calm after the storm.

Beethoven’s symphonies nos 7 to 9

In many ways, the Seventh Symphony (1811), although written three years after the Fifth and Sixth, extends the 

same principles. It recalls the grandeur of the Eroica, particularly in its funereal second movement, and stands 

out by having all of its movements governed by the repetition of one or two core rhythms. Once you hear this 

level of repetition, it seems almost obsessive. It certainly explains why Wagner was moved to call this work the 

‘apotheosis of the dance’, as the most consistently balletic of the canon.

The Eighth and the Ninth symphonies complement each other in many ways. The Eighth seems to take 

deliberate step back in time, reviving the mannerisms of the Galant era with its quaint, tick-tocking second 

movement Intermezzo and the spirit of Haydn at his wittiest with the breakneck speed of the finale.

Listen from 5:47 in the first movement as the brook deepens through registral changes and subtle 
mediant shifts in the key. There is no melody here to speak of, just slow shifts in texture.

Beethoven’s storm from the Pastoral Symphony is one of the fiercest in classical music. To get a sense 
of why it is so effective, you can compare it to the storm composed by Beethoven’s nemesis, Rossini, 
in the Overture to William Tell.

Rossini, although dramatic, paints his storm in watercolours, whereas Beethoven uses thick oils. Have 
your students listen out for:

 � the use of low tremolo to create the threat of what is to come.

 � the bare texture as the first raindrops ominously fall.

 � the use of disturbing tritones in the first violins to augment a sense of fear.

 � the sudden burst of thunder after just two bars’ crescendo and use of the timpani rolls, with 
fours against fives in the lower strings to add to the pandemonium.

 � the off-beat flashes of lightening.

 � the use of the piccolo to evoke the howl of a gale.

 � the masterful handling of texture as the storm calms and the hymn of gratitude is ‘sung’ by the 
oboes and upper strings.

Can your students 
identify and notate 
the main repeated 
rhythmic unit in each 
movement?

https://open.spotify.com/track/3RCJW3JkqhSvDe8ZZOpzJg?si=4PzwDH_gSXaovWhO3GCIrg
https://open.spotify.com/track/3RCJW3JkqhSvDe8ZZOpzJg?si=4PzwDH_gSXaovWhO3GCIrg
https://open.spotify.com/track/4w9oPX32R2tyhZNG8DYExq
https://open.spotify.com/track/77B3bjbWqvlHCcsyylDyqt?si=nLcUpB1NSqO58XfBqyUcDw
https://open.spotify.com/track/2lV0sNcYFeUaNadOS2uljU?si=onwHQSAMRhOhvKtoecgSuA
https://open.spotify.com/track/2lV0sNcYFeUaNadOS2uljU?si=onwHQSAMRhOhvKtoecgSuA
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The Ninth, like the Third, resolutely looks forward and redefines the boundaries of the symphony. It is a work 

that epitomises Beethoven’s self-image as a Promethean figure, reflecting in its own design how a musical 

universe might be conjured together out of nothing. It starts with chaos and ends with an affirmation of order. 

Humanity is united in the ‘Ode to Joy’ and reconnected to its place in the divine plan. The finale is a microcosm 

of symphonic form, with its four sections and quotations from previous movements. The use of the chorus and 

soloists laid down a gauntlet that nobody dared pick up until Mahler in his Second Symphony – a whole 70 

years later.

Summary of developments under Beethoven

In his 25 years of symphonic writing, then, Beethoven introduced many long-lasting changes to the form, and 

extended the expressive scope of the symphony in keeping with the burgeoning ideals of Romanticism:

 � Longer, freer structures.

 � Finales that balance the first movement in grandeur and design.

 � Scherzos rather than minuets (with the exception of symphonies nos 1 and 8).

 � Through-composed movements (eg Symphony No. 5).

 � Extra movements to support the narrative (eg Symphony No. 6).

 � Larger wind sections and innovative use of the timpani.

 � Introduction of programmatic elements.

 � The potential to augment orchestral forces with voices.

 � Greater technical challenge in all respects.

 � Professionalisation of the orchestra and a commitment to thorough rehearsal.

WHERE NEXT AFTER BEETHOVEN?

One measure of Beethoven’s monumental impact and legacy is to observe how he excelled in both ‘absolute’ 

music, where the work is seemingly governed by purely musical concerns and proceeds according to its own 

logic – it is its own story in that sense – and programmatic music, where there the music supports an external 

narrative. Beethoven’s symphonies operate according to both principles.

The composers who followed him fell broadly into two camps, lionising his virtues as either a supreme musical 

logician, or his ability to express universal themes in nature, humanity and the cosmos. This split, sometimes 

referred to as the ‘war of the Romantics’, is represented particularly clearly in the creative approaches of the 

following symphonists:

 � Mainly abstract:
 � Schubert

 � Schumann

 � Brahms

 � Borodin

 � Bruckner

 � In between:
 � Dvořák

 � Tchaikovsky

 � Saint-Saëns

 � Rachmaninov

 � Mainly programmatic:
 � Berlioz

 � Liszt

 � Mahler

 � Strauss

Whichever direction the composers took or felt closest allegiance to, the next 80 years after Beethoven’s 

death would see a startling expansion in the genre of the symphony. His symphonic thinking had opened 

the creative floodgates, allowing daring new ideas to sweep in. If you wanted to write your symphony in two 

movements, you could (as Liszt did with his Dante Symphony). If you wanted to tell a story through a symphony 
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that necessitated five movements, you could (as in the Symphonie fantastique by Berlioz). The form of the first 

movement may be strict sonata, or it could evolve according to looser principles of ‘thematic transformation’ 

where leitmotifs lead the thinking. The rulebook had been torn up.

This new expressive freedom and elasticity of form was paralleled by improvements in the industry of instrument-

making and in the growth of the orchestra as a professional ensemble, with busier public schedules. By the 

end of the century, the orchestra had grown from 30 under Beethoven to 100 or more when the musical ego 

demanded it.

Below are some key developments and additions to the 19th-century instrumental compendium:

 � Boehm introduced a new key system for the clarinet in 1832 that made it more agile and expressive.

 � The woodwind expanded to the extremes of high and low registers with regular parts for a piccolo and 

double bassoon.

 � The saxophone caused controversy when it was first invented in 1840. French and Russian composers, in 

particular, loved to write for it.

 � The horn was given valves in 1820, increasing its range and accuracy, and the section grew from two 

instruments to eight (on occasion).

 � Trombones regularly joined the brass section, as did tubas and other rarer instruments, including the 

ophicleide.

 � In the percussion, the beaters were given a new range of materials (leather, wood, wool and eventually 

nylon) to allow for different sounds.

 � The timpani were joined by a whole menagerie of instruments, including cymbals, gongs, wood blocks, 

tubular bells, anvils, vibraphones and triangles.

 � Harps, pianos and celestes were used on occasion, mainly to add a shine to the sound.

 � The string section expanded to up to 70 players (20, 20, 10, 8), meaning they could be subdivided and 

used in more versatile ways.

 � Mutes could be used on stringed and many of the wind instruments.

 � New techniques were found on the individual instrument to expand the tonal palette.

BERLIOZ’S SYMPHONIE FANTASTIQUE

This work, subtitled ‘An Episode in the Life of an Artist’, is a supreme example of programmatic thinking 

and explores quintessential Romantic themes such as the suffering lovelorn artist, dreams and fantasy, and 

includes macabre images of death, witches and hell. Ultimately, it is a piece about obsession, and this is 

symbolised through the insistence on a leitmotif – or idée fixe, to use Berlioz’s term – to unite the work. It 

is introduced by the clarinet in the first movement, and then pursued through various incarnations in every 

movement.

After experiencing intense love for and rejection by the actress Harriet Smithson, Berlioz realised that the one 

thing more potent than passion itself was unrequited passion. This work is a wordless opera on the subject, 

a tone poem in all but name, charting how the artist descends from the daydreams of first movement to the 

drug-induced psychosis of the last. The success of the work is to in part to do with the vivid representation of 

this breakdown through the volatile, unpredictable flow of the music and the imaginative use of the orchestra.

Those doing the AQA A level specification will be familiar with the first movement (‘Rêveries – Passions’) in 

particular. When compared to Beethoven, the work seems like a radical departure, a negation of the form and 

rigour expected of a symphony. Instead, it is more an extension of operatic writing of the day, both in theme 

and character (eg Der Freischütz by Weber in 1821).

In one of the 
Imperial Concerts 
of 1856, Berlioz 
assembled an 
orchestra and 
chorus of over 1,200 
musicians, with eight 
sub-conductors!

A good mini-
research project 
here, surely.

Berlioz wrote about all of these developments in his influential Grand Treatise on Instrumentation and 
Orchestration (1844). He writes with characteristic flair, imagining the ‘pale, cadaverous sounds’ of 
the bassoon and the ‘sharp stab of the dagger’ in the piccolos. It was by no means the first treatise 
of its kind, but it was certainly the most entertaining. And his orchestral imagination is very much in 
display in his breakthrough work of 1830.

Berlioz wrote ‘the 
programme should 
be thought of as the 
text of an opera’.

https://open.spotify.com/track/6hVG3m6dephYvtGxntHyqO?si=IBsSXLosQS-Vm1uLpfUXrQ
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There are several striking features that underline the volatility and originality of the music:

 � Various motifs, including the idée fixe itself, are subtly prefigured in opening 11 bars.

 � The string section is immediately put through its paces, going from languishing sighs to skittish sextuplets.

 � The dynamic contrasts, even within the bar, are extreme, going from fff to pp in one case.

The heartbeat motif really does match the composer’s histrionic description of ‘pounding pistons of a steam 

engine’ at times. ‘Each muscle of my body quivers in pain,’ he wrote. The whole movement is guided by a kind 

of ‘dream logic’, flitting between one fantastical scene to the next in a way that would only make sense in the 

subconscious. There is a deeper rationale (a sonata form of sorts), but it’s not immediately apparent.

Later in the work Berlioz makes colourful use of offstage brass, two harps, maniacal timpani, a shrill E flat 

clarinet, menacing contrabassoons and bells. It is a work that benefits from being experienced live because 

of the sheer theatricality of the performance and aural effects.

BRAHMS VS TCHAIKOVSKY

Berlioz’s symphonic works blurred the lines between the symphony and tone poem, and added fuel to the 

debate around how ‘absolute’ a symphony should be. A good manisfestation of this debate is to compare the 

very different approaches of Brahms and Tchaikovsky. The two composers had wildly opposing temperaments: 

Brahms, the perfectionist, said he ‘could never cool down on a work until it is unassailable, perfect’, while 

Tchaikovsky wore his heart on his sleeve. Brahms wrote four symphonies that were paragons of absolute 

composition, whereas all of Tchaikovsky’s symphonies contain some programmatic reference, whether explicit 

or not.

Brahms’s Fourth Symphony finale (1881) compared to Tchaikovsky’s Fourth Symphony finale (1878)

Written within just a few years of each other, the finales of Brahms’s Fourth Symphony and Tchaikovsky’s Fourth 

Symphony are polar opposites.

Brahms’s finale is constructed using the tightest constraints possible: an eight-bar ground bass that is 

subjected to 34 variations. Every bar belongs to a strict sequence and rationale. The power of this movement 

is that, despite this level of thorough organisation, it never appears predictable and is filled with surprise and 

drama.

Although not explicitly programmatic, there is a rallying theme to the movement, which is death. The opening 

falling sequence of 3rds and 6ths recalls an earlier song Brahms wrote on the subject (‘O death, how bitter 

you are’), and a slower variation on the trombones just before the final throes of the work quotes a theme from 

Bach’s Cantata No. 150 (‘My soul longs after thee, O Lord’). However, these themes are academic and do not 

comprise the organising principle for the movement. This is writing that combines a reverence for Baroque 

devices and for the mastery of Bach with the forward-looking process of ‘developing variation’ (as Schoenberg 

was later to call it in his essay on Brahms).

Tchaikovsky’s Fourth Symphony is also concerned with fate, although casts it more as an arch-villain in a 

melodrama. Wherever the suffering protagonist turns, there is fate, stalking them and depriving them of 

escape. Tchaikovsky summarised this narrative in a letter to his patroness, Nadezhda von Meck, where he 

wrote that in the finale, the exhortation is to ‘go to the people; see how they can enjoy life and give themselves 

up entirely to festivity’.

In a statement of abandon, the orchestra explodes off the blocks, and the party is apparently already in full 

swing. Russian folk dance is the inspiration here, with jubilant rhythms and repeated short melodic motifs. The 

descending trajectory of the second subject suggests our protagonist is still prone to sinking into depression 

as they consider their fate, however. This troubled state builds and peaks as the stern fanfare of fate returns, 

crushing all before it. Luckily, the crowds are still there to sweep the protagonist back into their revelry and the 

Symphony ends in a state of euphoria.

https://open.spotify.com/track/2UrILPsnAc5Jh4VLGyFoKx?si=B6LyHvNuSvekb3pyoP2lrA
https://open.spotify.com/track/016HWFDpGRbj8WtSECsDmD?si=z33FnMthQouqMOdkux3Ksw
https://open.spotify.com/track/2UrILPsnAc5Jh4VLGyFoKx?si=B6LyHvNuSvekb3pyoP2lrA
https://open.spotify.com/track/016HWFDpGRbj8WtSECsDmD?si=z33FnMthQouqMOdkux3Ksw
https://open.spotify.com/track/016HWFDpGRbj8WtSECsDmD?si=z33FnMthQouqMOdkux3Ksw
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DVOŘÁK THE HYBRID ARTIST?

Antonín Dvořák managed to straddle both worlds, happily writing both symphonic poems and absolute 

music. Brahms came across his music in a competition in 1877 and brought the younger composer to wider 

international attention. Although grateful for Brahms’s mentorship, Dvořák was not beholden to it. Much as 

he respected the discipline and craft of Brahms’s work, he was also naturally drawn to the folk-inspired 

accessibility of Tchaikovsky and, in his earlier career at least, the harmonic explorations of Wagner, another of 

Brahms’s arch-rivals.

Dvořák also shared Schubert’s ease in composing flowing, memorable melodies, and his symphonies overflow 

with them, almost to a fault. Many of the melodies borrow from either Slavonic or Moravian folk tunes, which 

he said ‘moved in my veins like blood’. The Slavonic Dances that made him so famous left their imprint on the 

third movements of several of his symphonies. A quick comparison between this ‘furiant’ and the scherzo from 

his Seventh Symphony makes the point.

The symphonies mainly in the repertoire today are his final three, nos 7 to 9. With the Seventh he wished 

to ‘shake the world’ and prove himself a worthy colleague and successor to Brahms. The tone of the first 

movement owes a lot to the weight and seriousness of purpose of Brahms’s Third Symphony, but this soon 

gives way to more Bohemian influences in the inner movements. The Eighth is lighter and brighter, a paean 

to the wonders of nature. The Ninth skilfully interweaves the sounds of the ‘New World’ of America and its 

spirituals with strains from his distant homeland, a wonderful blend of hope and homesickness.

SUMMARY AND LOOK AHEAD TO PART THREE

There are many Romantic symphonists who have sadly had to be left out in this brief overview. Mendelssohn 

and Schubert extended the legacy of Beethoven in the early decades of the century, and Schumann, Saint-

Saëns and Franck all added their personal stamp in the middle. The next real revolutionary, though, was to be 

Gustav Mahler, and this is where the third and final part to this resource will begin, setting his work against the 

more conservative styles of Bruckner and Rachmaninov.

The question, after Mahler, was whether the symphony had reached its natural apogee. Composers of the 20th 

century such as Vaughan Williams, Debussy, Shostakovich and Sibelius found very different answers to how 

best to keep the symphony alive at times when others around them had given it up for dead. Part three will look 

at their responses before bringing the picture up to date and asking what the future holds for this well-worn 

yet persevering form.

It was said of Dvořák 
that ‘melodies flow 
from him as cider 
gurgles from a jug’.

Listen to the finale from Dvořák’s Seventh Symphony. It has a complexity that belies the popular 
image of the composer as a ‘peasant in a tail-coat’. Some things to notice:

 � The material is driven as much by melody as shorter rhythmic ideas.

 � The cellos often lead the lyrical material.

 � The writing for the woodwind is intricate and shows great understanding of their individual 
colour.

 � The development section (from 3:42 in this recording) shows how well Dvořák managed 
different planes of sound in the orchestra. The texture is constantly alive with detail.

 � At one point he combines three ideas at once in a brief contrapuntal episode (from 4:59).

 � The coda (from about 7:00) is one of the most exhilarating he wrote. You can hear the shadow 
of Tchaikovsky in the build-up and overall exuberance of the writing.

 � After so much in a tragic minor mode, are you convinced by the final surge into the major 
or not?

https://open.spotify.com/track/0qFiwWQ5jsRlB6zNF5ipZ8?si=NzPwIuB4Sz2ZObh1bVjtDw
https://open.spotify.com/track/68s0CqfBWYCKwkpKpx1cfg?si=Yf-HUXu5QiqBvokqN-UNKQ
https://open.spotify.com/track/68s0CqfBWYCKwkpKpx1cfg?si=Yf-HUXu5QiqBvokqN-UNKQ
https://open.spotify.com/track/6tkVOwTuWT5fmG3dwUYqQS?si=VJFhuAagTbWgSb1dE8fcxQ

