
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our concert tonight features three pieces with real, and imagined, links to the New World. Let 

me quickly add that for those of Irish heritage, as we all are this time of year, the Brendan 

Voyage is not necessarily imaginary! Antonin Dvorak famously wrote his Symphony #9 From 

the New World during his more than two-year stay in New York City. Of course it contains 

specific references to his musical impressions of the United States. Bela Bartok wrote his Viola 

Concerto at the very end of his life in the United States where he had taken refuge, from Nazi 

occupation. And Shaun Davey took inspiration from the legendary voyage of St. Brendan from 

Ireland to Newfoundland in the sixth century. We hope you will enjoy our evening’s celebration 

of fascinating connections between the Old World and the New. 

 
 

The Brendan Voyage Shaun Davey 
 

Shaun Davey is an Irish composer from Belfast whose classical reputation is built on a number 

of concert works based on Irish history and legend, all using folk tunes and all featuring the 

particular type of Irish bagpipes known as the uilleann pipes. The Brendan Voyage was 

inspired by a recreation of Saint Brendan’s fabled journey from Ireland to Newfoundland in the 

sixth century. Convinced that the journey was possible, British historian and explorer Tim 

Severin set sail in a leather currach, an ancient type of boat unique to the West of Ireland, in 

1978. He chronicled his journey in the best-selling book, The Brendan Voyage. Among those 

whose interest in the ancient story was piqued by Severin’s extraordinary, insane, yet ultimately 

successful challenge was Shaun Davey, whose Brendan Voyage of 1980 is a tribute both to 

Severin and to the Irish stories of St. Brendan. I say “insane” because I have seen photographs 

of these ancient Irish boats, and given their size, I suspect few among you would be interested 

in taking the journey! 

 
Uilleann pipes are basically the national bagpipes of Ireland. Bagpipes are often seen as a 

Scottish instrument, but in reality there are different styles and types of bagpipes across 

Europe, from Scotland to Bulgaria. They all feature a reservoir bag of air that powers the sound 

and becomes activated either by blowing into the bag (the Scottish bagpipes for example) or 

controlling bellows with the arm (the Irish version). Earlier known in English as “union pipes”, 

their current name is probably a 20th-century translation from the Gaelic word for elbow (literally 

“pipes of the elbow”). The sound is somewhat sweeter than its Scottish cousin. 

 
In Davey’s brilliant tribute to the voyage of St. Brendan, the uilleann pipes represent St. 

Brendan and his little currach, while the orchestra represents and depicts the world of the sea 
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and the lands Brendan visits. The style includes clear tributes to Irish folk music, which infuse 

almost every movement of this piece. 

Tonight we will hear a large portion of this epic suite as follows: 

 
1. Introduction 

2. The Brendan Theme 

3. Jig: Water under the Keel 

4. The Cliffs of Mykines (Mykines is the most Western island of the Faroes Islands, an 

autonomous region of the Kingdom of Denmark positioned north of Ireland and east of 

Iceland. Today, of the 50,000 residents of the Faroes, 10 of them live on Mykines.) 

5. Mykines Sound 

6. The Gale 

7. Newfoundland 

 
 

Concerto for Viola and Orchestra Bela Bartok 
 

In addition to being one of the greatest of composers from the first half of the 20th century, 

Bartok was a serious, scholarly student of folk music, particularly of Central and Eastern 

Europe. With his close friend, the Hungarian composer Zoltan Kodaly, he traveled into the 

Hungarian countryside to collect, record, and study folk materials from the Magyar people— 

native Hungarians whose music had often been confused with Gypsy music. Later excursions 

and research studies concentrated on present day Bulgaria and Rumania. 

 
As he deepened his connection to Eastern European folk music his compositions incorporated 

more folk elements. In particular the asymmetrical rhythms and the non-Western scale 

elements in many of these folk melodies inspired much of Bartok’s mature music even when we 

don’t hear a specific or obvious reference to folk songs. Bartok was quite conscious of these 

influences and wrote: 

The question is, what are the ways in which peasant music is taken over and becomes 

transmuted into modern music? We may, for instance, take over a peasant melody 

unchanged or only slightly varied, write an accompaniment to it and possibly some 

opening and concluding phrases. Another method ... is the following: the composer 

does not make use of a real peasant melody but invents his own imitation of such 

melodies. There is no true difference between this method and the one described 

above. ... There is yet a third way ... Neither peasant melodies nor imitations of peasant 

melodies can be found in his music, but it is pervaded by the atmosphere of peasant 

music. In this case we may say, he has completely absorbed the idiom of peasant 

music, which has become his musical mother tongue. 

On tonight’s program, Shawn Davey provides an illustration of the first method; Antonin Dvorak, 

the second. Bartok is perhaps the finest example of a composer who has dived so deeply into 

the world of folk music that it pervades his compositional approach. 

Today we would call Bartok an ethnomusicologist or a scholar of world-music. In fact, when he 

came to the United States in 1940 fleeing the Nazi collaborators in Hungary, he first found 

financial support from a research fellowship at Columbia University cataloging a large collection 

of Serbian and Croatian folk songs. Although he was well known as a composer and pianist, he 

had become cut off from his normal sources of income and struggled during his few years in the 

United States. He was not impoverished, but he did have to rely on friends and supporters, 

particularly after his diagnosis of leukemia. 



His years in the United States, from 1940 until his death in 1945, were not happy. He was 

sickly, cut off from the musical life he knew, and depressed about the state of the world. It is a 

tribute to the power of artistic expression in the face of adversity that these years include a 

number of his finest and most popular works, particularly the Concerto for Orchestra, 

commissioned by the Boston Symphony, and his third Piano Concerto, written as a birthday gift 

for his wife, Ditta. At the time of his death he was working on tonight’s selection, his Viola 

Concerto, commissioned by the great violist William Primrose. 

 
There were few models for Bartok. Viola Concertos were quite rare in the 19th-century. Mozart 

had written a beautiful double concerto for viola and violin, his Sinfonia Concertante, and 

Berlioz’ Harold in Italy has long solos for the viola, creating almost a Viola Concerto. But the 

viola seemed destined to be a supporting player in the constellation of stars in the string family. 

 
The 20th century has seen a massive increase in solo works for viola including concertos by 

Darius Milhaud, William Walton, John Harbison and many others. The rich warm tone of the 

viola creates a lovely expressive sound, going lower than the violin but still capable of flights 

into the higher range. Still, over the years, most music lovers do not associate the viola with the 

kind of technical challenges and expressive possibilities provided by its slightly smaller cousin, 

the violin. Perhaps with this in mind, Primrose wrote to Bartok that he should not “feel in any 

way proscribed by the apparent technical limitations of the instrument”. 

 
Bartok certainly followed this suggestion. His concerto contains both complex technical 

challenges and lyrical warmth and beauty. It is in three movements, but without pauses. The 

first movement is by far the longest; at approximately 12 minutes it is more than half of the 

entire composition. It is the most serious of the movements, containing elegant and complex 

melodies and figurations. 

 
A lovely, short bassoon solo ushers in the most melodically beautiful section of the Concerto, 

the second movement. This touching movement flows into the concluding third movement, a 

tour de force for the viola. Be sure to listen for the surprising moment when the rhythm and 

melody suddenly simplify and imitate a Scottish folk-song. Bartok is paying tribute to the 

Scottish heritage of his soloist and benefactor, William Primrose. Certainly, in our concert 

tonight, with folk material from the United States, Ireland and Eastern Europe, this brief but 

lovely reference to Scotland is most welcome. 

 
Bartok died before completing this work. He had sketched out the entire viola part and some of 

the basic accompaniment but had not orchestrated much of it. The piece was finished by his 

close friend Tibor Serly and premiered in 1949 by the Minneapolis Symphony Orchestra. 

William Primrose was the soloist. 

 
 

Symphony #9, “From the New World” Antonin Dvorak 
 

When Antonin Dvorak moved to the United States to become the director of the National 

Conservatory of America in New York City in 1892, he was a well-known composer with a 

distinguished international reputation, including a professorship at the Prague Conservatory in 

his native Bohemia, now the Czech Republic. His reputation was in part based on his success 

in incorporating folk elements into his compositions, such as the Slavonic Dances. Like a 

number of other 19th century composers—Tchaikovsky, Liszt, Grieg—Dvorak was inspired by 

the stirrings of a new nationalism in European countries to incorporate native folk material into 

his compositions. 



Thus when he came to America, he was quite naturally interested in possible folk materials that 

might animate an American classical music. He could not have come to a better musical 

institution of higher learning. Whereas the few American composers at this time imitated 

European models and rejected the notion that the United States had folk traditions worth 

exploring, the National Conservatory in New York had a different focus. It was founded and 

funded by a most remarkable woman, Jeannette Thurber, who insisted that the Conservatory 

be open to all, including women and African Americans. She also promoted the cultivation of an 

American style of classical music and sponsored competitions for American composers 

specifically to develop American music. Here, Dvorak met a young African American student 

named Harry Burleigh, who sang some Negro Spirituals for him. Entranced by the beauty of 

these songs, Dvorak came to believe that a new school of American composition could be 

founded on these beautiful melodies. As he wrote: 

I am now satisfied that the future music of this country must be founded upon what are 

called Negro melodies. This must be the real foundation of any serious and original 

school of composition to be developed in the United States. These beautiful and varied 

themes are the product of the soil. They are American. They are the folk songs of 

America, and your composers must turn to them. All of the great musicians have 

borrowed from the songs of the common people. 

 
Although his advice was ridiculed or ignored because of the bigotry of the day, his view has 

certainly been vindicated. The great American composers of the 20th century, from George 

Gershwin to Duke Ellington, have found in African American folk and popular materials, such as 

Blues, ragtime, and spirituals, sources of energy and beauty that animate their great 

compositions. 

 
Dvorak’s stay in America lasted over two years. He returned home in 1895, partly because of 

homesickness, and partly because financial reversals in school funding led to drastic cuts, 

including his salary. While in the United States, he wrote his two most successful orchestral 

works; the Symphony From the New World, which enhanced his international reputation, and 

his Cello Concerto, perhaps the most popular of all cello concertos. 

 
The New York Philharmonic commissioned his Symphony in 1893. It was perhaps the greatest 

triumph of Dvorak’s entire career and its fame spread with remarkable speed throughout the 

musical world. It remains one of the most popular of all symphonies in the repertoire. Although 

his prophetic words regarding the importance of African American music is inspiring, he also 

considered the work inspired by Native American music and also by his impressions of 

America’s wide-open spaces, such as he enjoyed during his summer in Iowa in 1893. 

However, he cautioned against finding specific quotations of specific folk tunes or spirituals in 

the symphony. 

I have not actually used any of the [African American or Native American] melodies. I 

have simply written original themes embodying the peculiarities of this music, and using 

these themes as subjects, have developed them with all the resources of modern 

rhythms, counterpoint, and orchestra color. 

So well did he accomplish this that the famous melody from the second movement is usually 

described (including by this author in the past) as taken from the Negro Spiritual Goin’ Home. 

Actually, Dvorak wrote this beautiful melody. It is imbued with the feeling of spirituals, and in 

1922, once of his pupils, William Arms Fisher, wrote the familiar lyrics, thereby created a new 

Spiritual from this symphony. I encourage each of you to find Paul Robeson’s wonderful 

performance of Goin’ Home on YouTube. You will be forgiven for thinking, in spite of knowing 

the truth, that this must be an original Spiritual. In a less obvious association with American 

music, Dvorak also wrote that the third movement scherzo was “suggested by the scene at the 

[Native American] feast in Henry Wordsworth Longfellow’s [poem] Hiawatha. 



The first movement has an intense but brief slow introduction, followed by a movement with 

three distinct melodies, the third of which does seem similar to a true spiritual, Swing Low, 

Sweet Chariot. The emotional center and longest movement of the symphony is clearly the 

second movement, with its haunting melody, which begins after solemn and spacious brass 

chords, as if to announce the beginning of a story. Dvorak originally thought to have this 

melody played on the clarinet but changed it to the English horn because the plaintive and 

haunting quality of this instrument reminded him of Harry Burleigh’s voice. The middle section 

evokes a more somber mood, with a march-like quality reinforced by the pizzicato (plucked) 

notes in the bass. Normally this would be followed by a return to the main theme, creating an 

ABA structure. But Dvorak delays the return of the opening theme with a remarkable faster 

section that briefly brings back moments from the first movement. The movement concludes 

with the opening melody and the same brass chords that began it, creating a frame for the 

entire movement. 

Once we know that Dvorak took inspiration from Longfellow’s Hiawatha, it is not hard to hear 

echoes of Native American music, as it has been depicted by generations of Hollywood 

composers. This scherzo is in the traditional structure of ABA, with a contrasting middle section 

(B) separating the two similar sections around it. There is one interesting change to this format. 

At the close, Dvorak refers briefly to one of the melodies of the first movement, just as he did in 

the second movement. This quoting of earlier movements was not unprecedented—think of 

Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, in which the last movement contains brief quotations from all 

three earlier movements. Still it is an unusual and evocative feature of this symphony. The 

fourth and final movement expands this practice and quotes melodies from all of the preceding 

movements, bringing the symphony to a dramatic close. 

 
 

 
Program notes by Orin Grossman 
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