
When Barber received a commission from Serge Koussevitzky and the Boston Symphony 
Orchestra to write a cello concerto for Russian expatriate Raya Garbousova, he was still serving 
his commission in World War II, on active duty with the U.S. Army. Garbousova had studied with 
Pablo Casals, and so Barber began by asking her to play through her entire repertoire for him—
he wanted to get a sense of her performance style and the sound of her particular instrument. 
The two collaborated closely from the work’s inception—Barber valued her input, and they 
made changes up until the very last minute. 

By the time Barber was discharged from the military, the work was complete. Gian Carlo 
Menotti, Barber’s partner and a composer in his own right, wrote of the piece: “Sam has just 
finished a wow of a cello concerto which will make the cellist’s hair stand.” A New York Herald 
Tribune review by Virgil Thompson was slightly less enthusiastic, if generally positive: “It is full of 
reasonably good tunes…the working up of these into a richly romantic, well-sustained structure 
is musical, masterful, thoughtful and not without a certain Brahms-like grandeur…” The concerto 
consists of three movements, in the classic fast-slow-fast scheme:

1. Allegro moderato The first movement begins with a syncopated motif—one in which there 
is an interruption of the regular flow of the rhythm, placing accents or rhythmic stresses in 
places other than the main beat. The theme is jaunty, but the main theme introduced by 
the flute and English horn is more expressive and lyrical. The cellist enters and delivers a 
kind of cadenza (an ornamental passage by the soloist allowing for virtuosity and technical 
display, usually reserved for a climactic point near the end of a movement). The cello in this 
movement is expansive, showing the range of the instrument and the endurance of the 
player. The final cadenza is even more ornate than the first, with sweeping cello lines in all 
sorts of different moods and styles.

2. Andante sostenuto The second movement opens over a subdued bass line and some 
wistful flutes. The cello begins a conversation with the oboe, and the two instruments weave 
together, trading measures over a tender siciliano rhythm. The siciliano was a slow Baroque 
dance form in 6/8 time, often associated with a pastoral feeling and a gently pulsing rhythmic 
accompaniment. The cello propels us to a moment of intensity toward the end, but the 
movement draws to a gentle close.

3. Molto allegro e appassionato The final movement is mercurial, presenting a wide variety 
of themes and moods. Listen for: The dramatic pause followed by a funereal cello line over 
a serious repeating bass line. What starts as melancholic intoning becomes a passionate 
cry from the orchestra, subdued by the cello. This section is so intense that a legend arose 
that Barber wrote this movement on the August 6th, 1945, the day Hiroshima was bombed. 
Whether or not this story is true, it speaks to the intensity of this climactic moment. The 
soloist and orchestra do regain their footing, becoming playfully conversational. And yet, the 
mournful section returns before a final cadenza.

SAMUEL BARBER  (1910–1981)

Cello Concerto, Op. 22 (1945)

continued
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Recommended Recording: 
Samuel Barber: Cello Concerto/
Sonata Christian Poltera, cello, 
Bergen Philharmonic Orchestra, 
Andrew Litton, conducting
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Content created by Dana Plank for use in The Cleveland Orchestra’s Friday Morning Concert Guide.  



QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION
Before the Concert

1. How can cellists make their own mark and create their own interpretation of the work while still respecting the original vision of 
Barber and Garbousova? What can they change, and what must stay the same in any performance of the work?

2. Why do you think composers borrow musical material from themselves, as Dvořák did in the third movement?

After the Concert
1. Do the trumpets in the finale of the Dvořák manage to call you to the dance?

2. What do the intense outbursts in the cello concerto represent to you? Do they have different meanings in different movements?

F R I D A Y  M O R N I N G S M A R  1 6  —  1 1  A . M .

Dvořák’s Eighth symphony represented a powerful and palpable homecoming and assertion of 
Bohemian values for the Czech composer. Written at the composer’s summer home in Vysoká 
in the Czech countryside, the music of the symphony is a bucolic celebration of his homeland, 
reveling in depictions of nature and references to folk songs and dances. The surroundings were 
apparently inspiring: Dvořák wrote of the process, “Melodies simply pour out of me.” Indeed, 
composition moved at a swift pace — he wrote the first movement in two weeks, the second 
movement in one week, and the last two movements in just a few days. Despite the brevity of 
the compositional process, the work has endured in the repertoire, particularly loved by cellists 
who get many of the most soaring and memorable melodies in the work.

1. Allegro con brio Although the symphony is listed in G major, the work begins in G minor with 
a stately and slightly melancholic cello line. The opening cello line appears before each of the 
three major sections, marking important moments in the form and creating signposts that can 
help reorient the listener. Listen for: How Dvořák uses wind instruments such as the flute to 
imitate different bird calls in the orchestra.

2. Adagio is a study in contrasts — alternating between C major and C minor, somber and gently 
pleasant, strings and winds. Notice how the introduction brings in several sweeping, rising 
melodies that ebb away gently, falling in dynamic and energy before introducing a clarinet 
duet that also seems to gently evoke birdcalls. This movement seems to depict a scene in 
Dvořák’s garden at Vysoká. Listen for: The sudden rumbling of the timpani that seem to 
suggest a moment of thunder. This moment quickly passes for more playful, sunny textures.

3. Allegretto-grazioso — Molto vivace The opening is a graceful waltz, but notice the shape of 
the melody — it incorporates a great deal of chromaticism (a technique of adding color and 
interest by using notes from outside the major or minor key). The trio section’s melody sounds 
a bit more like a Bohemian folk dance, with a melody taken from Dvořák’s comic opera The 
Stubborn Lovers.

4. Allegro ma non troppo During an early rehearsal of the work, conductor Rafael Kubelik said 
“Gentlemen, in Bohemia the trumpets never call to battle — they always call to the dance!” 
After this opening, we hear a graceful cello theme based on a folk melody which, despite its 
simplicity and refinement, took Dvořák nine drafts to perfect! This movement is in a theme and 
variations format, so you’ll hear how the theme transforms through several characters ranging 
from martial to grand to exuberant. Listen for: The final coda (tail or tag) full of brass and 
timpani to create an exciting finale.

ANTONÍN DVOŘÁK  (1841–1904)

Symphony No. 8 in G Major (1889)

Recommended Recording: 
Dvorak: Symphonies Nos 8 & 9 
“From the New World”  
The Cleveland Orchestra, 
George Szell, conducting


