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Carnival  
Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904)

The Three-Cornered Hat, Suite No. 2

i.	 The Neighbors' Dance
ii. The Miller's Dance  

iii. Final Dance

Manuel de Falla (1876-1946)

-Intermission-

Symphony No. 5

i. Moderato
ii. Allegretto

iii. Largo
iv. Allegro non troppo

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975)

Symphony No. 5 by Dmitri Shostakovich presented under license from G. 
Schirmer Inc. and Associated Music Publishers, copyright owners.
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Program Notes

Dvořák's Carnival, Op. 92 originated as part of a cycle of three concert overtures. 

Composed in 1891, he titled the triptych Nature, Life, and Love, using each piece as a 

celebration of one of these themes. The cycle begins with In Nature's Realm and ends with 

Othello, which commemorate nature and love, respectively. Carnival is the middle of the 

three works, dedicated to the theme of life. Dvořák began composing the cycle in early 1891, 

only months before accepting the position of Director of The National Conservatory of Music 

in New York City. The works premiered in Prague in April of the following year and were 

performed again in New York that October. Thus, they became the last of Dvořák's music to 

be performed before his departure from Austria-Hungary and the first to be performed upon 

his arrival in America. Both performances presented the three works as a cohesive series. 

Today, however, they are most often presented as singular concert overtures, with Carnival 

standing as the most widely performed.

Dvořák, himself, detailed the work's programmatic narrative. Per his description, the 

piece depicts a lonely wanderer entering an unfamiliar city at night and finding a lively 

carnival in progress. The piece opens abruptly, as the subject stumbles upon the festivities. 

The orchestra, driven by boisterous percussion, sounds upbeat Czech-inspired dance 

rhythms, as the festivalgoers shamelessly dance the night away. The harp interrupts, 

accompanied by clarinets, as the wanderer falls into a dreamy trance. Here, the music shifts 

to a tender and introspective series of duets between the English horn and other members 

of the ensemble. Suddenly, though, the trance is broken, and the wanderer continues 

exploring the scene. The orchestra sounds contrasting musical episodes as he watches 

revelers merrymaking, each in their own carefree manner. Ultimately, the opening material 

returns, as the wanderer joins in the unabashed celebration of the wonder of life. The music 

crescendos, launching into an exuberant coda, as fireworks punctuate the joyous evening.
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Manuel de Falla completed the ballet El sombrero de tres picos (The Three-Cornered 

Hat) in 1919 as part of a collaboration between European artistic titans. In addition to de 

Falla's music, the premier was commissioned by the impresario Sergei Diaghilev and 

featured sets and costumes designed by Pablo Picasso. The comedic two-act ballet tells a 

tale of love and deception through music which synthesizes classical ballet and Spanish folk 

dance.

The first act opens with a miller and his wife playfully training their pet blackbird. A 

pompous magistrate (accompanied by his own wife) passes the scene and is enamored by 

the miller's wife. The miller and his wife see the magistrate circle back to get another look 

at her and hatch a scheme against him. She dances a flirtatious flamenco, luring him into 

chasing her. The hiding miller jumps in and hits him with a stick, chasing him off and 

humiliating him.

The second act opens on St. John's Eve, as the miller's neighbors dance a traditional 

celebratory dance. The miller joins them, performing a fiery solo dance of his own. The 

police interrupt, arresting the miller on false charges the magistrate has filed. That night, the 

magistrate, sneaking towards the miller's wife's bed, falls into a river and leaves his wet 

clothes on a tree. When he arrives in her bed, she fleas. The miller has escaped the police, 

however, and, seeing the magistrate in his bed, assumes his wife has betrayed him. He 

disguises himself as the magistrate to seduce his wife in revenge. A chaotic episode of 

mistaken identities ensues, with the miller and the magistrate disguised as one another. 

Ultimately, the magistrate's duplicitous actions are revealed, and the neighbors bounce him 

skyward on a blanket, sealing his fate of humiliation.

The musical numbers of the second suite present three of the traditional Spanish 

dances from the ballet's second act. "The Neighbors' Dance" opens the suite with a seguidilla, 

a traditional dance of courtship which features intricate footwork in a fast triple meter. "The 

Miller's Dance" follows, as the Miller dances a farruca, a powerful and flashy solo flamenco 

form. The "Final Dance" concludes the suite, as the ensemble dances a jota, an energetic 

dance in triple time which features intricate jumps, skips, and turns, and during which 

dancers often play castanets.
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"Muddle instead of music," are the words Pravda, a propagandist Soviet newspaper, 

famously used to describe Shostakovich's Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk. This opera had been 

performed often during the two years since its 1934 premier. On January 28th, 1936, 

however, Stalin attended a performance in Leningrad and was appalled by the work's 

harshness and complexity. The next day, at Stalin's behest, Pravda published the scathing 

review that would forever alter Shostakovich's life and career.

This review was among the Soviet government's widespread attempts to crack down 

on "formalism," a term used to describe art deemed too experimental or complex to be 

understood by the average consumer. When the article appeared, Shostakovich's Symphony 

No. 4 was in rehearsal for its premier, but the innovative young composer feared it would be 

similarly received by the Soviet regime, and that he would not get away with just a warning 

this time. As such, the premier was cancelled and the work was not performed until after 

Stalin's death. Instead, his next symphony to reach the public was Symphony No. 5, subtitled 

"A Soviet Artist's Response to Just Criticism."

When compared to Shostakovich's earlier works, his Symphony No. 5 contains simpler 

material and more closely follows the formal and stylistic expectations of the Classical 

symphony. The first movement opens with a clear declarative motive, giving way to two 

more introspective melodies. Per the designs of sonata-allegro form, these themes 

interweave freely in the movement's middle section and return distinctly as the movement 

fades to its end. The second movement is a standard scherzo and trio in triple time, featuring 

clear melodies in Shostakovich's signature sarcastic voice. The third movement delivers the 

brunt of the piece's emotional weight, as a slow and simple song grows to an anguishing 

climax.

The fourth movement, however, draws into question whether Shostakovich 

simplified the symphony out of genuine belief in Soviet artistic principles or intended it as 

the first of many messages of coded dissent he would send through his music. On the surface, 

the movement rounds out the standard formal arc of the Classical symphony by ending the 

piece with a triumphant and decisive finale. Scholars, historians, and acquaintances of the 

composer, however, have revealed musical traces which suggest the movement's grand 
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conclusion disguises a narrative focused on the helplessness and fear of those living through 

Stalin's Great Purge. Shostakovich, known by friends and relatives to repeat himself when 

speaking under duress, ends the piece with 252 repetitions of the note A. Popular 

interpretation thus understands this glorious coda as a prosthetic addition to a piece with a 

much different meaning. To Shostakovich, the symphony truly ends minutes before, as the 

movement's slow middle section dies out, and the harps facelessly -- namelessly -- carry our 

memory away.

~Dr. Matthew Henson




