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   In May 1879, Johannes Brahms wrote to the luminary violinist Joseph 

Joachim, “Take a look at Dvorák’s Serenade for Wind Instruments. I hope 
you will enjoy it as much as I do…It would be difficult to discover a finer, 

more refreshing impression of really abundant and charming creative talent. 
Have it played to you; I feel sure the players will enjoy doing it!” 

   In many ways it was Brahms who basically opened the door to Dvorák’s 

career, aiding the young Czech composer in acquiring his first publishing 
contract. Along with Brahms and Tchaikovsky, Dvorák would help revive the 

serenade form - a typically calm, cheerful composition that accompanied a 
particular occasion or function, or made in someone’s honor. The genre 

reached its heyday during the 18th century in the work of Mozart and 

Beethoven, but seemed to hold little interest for the early Romantics. 

   Dvorák composed two serenades – one for strings (1875) and one for 

winds – and both are examples of his remarkable early maturity. Written 
during a particularly prolific season of his life, his Serenade for Winds 

(augmented with cello and bass) was composed over a period of just two 

weeks in January 1878 and honors the beloved spirit of Mozart while having 
a distinct flavor of Czech nationalism and folk music. 

   In the 18th century tradition, a serenade was performed in casual, often 
outdoor settings as background music for social gatherings. But Dvorák 

wanted his work to be heard in the context of a concert, where people 

actually listened to- not gab during- the music. That said, the music is 
nonetheless charming and genial (full of what Dvorák called Mozart’s 

“sunshine”), with various moods articulated across its four movements. 

   The work begins with a vibrant march, somewhat satirical in its pomp, and 

recalls rhythmical patterns of the famous Czech village wind bands, called 

“Harmoniemusik.” We can readily envision it as a picture of the musicians 
marching into the garden to play for the partiers. 

   Though the second movement is called a minuet, it is more accurately a 
soudeská – a Czech “neighbors dance,” graceful and lilting. Tempo increases 

considerably during the trio section, recalling the furiant, a folk dance using 



a one-two-three, one-two-three, one-two, one-two rhythm that Dvorák often 

used in his works. 

   Clarinet and oboe lead off the third movement, as if singing a tender 

melody to each other, accompanied by rhythmic horns. The music is a 
beautifully lyrical homage to the slow movement of Mozart’s Gran Partita. 

   The festive fourth movement begins in a simple, polka-like manner that 

undergoes a sophisticated development. The initial theme is successively 
repeated, with new material between each return, until we hear once more 

the march from the first movement just prior to the polka’s lively last 
appearance.  

    This delicious Dvorák work was met with public and critical acclaim. The 

German conductor and composer, Hermann Krigar (1819-1880) wrote, 
“What fine artistic expression, what compelling melodies and touching 

harmonic progressions the composer has at his disposal.” Today it remains 
among the most revered works in the wind repertoire. 
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