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THE GOLDEN SPINNING WHEEL

During the second half of the Nineteenth Century, music became embroiled in a heated debate.  The 
issue was whether music should remain pure and “absolute,” as championed by Brahms, or whether it 
should be “programmatic,” meaning infused with extra-musical content and meaning, as argued by 
Liszt, Richard Strauss, and Wagner.  Early in his career, Dvořák sided with Brahms, but shortly after his 
New World Symphony, Dvořák switched sides and “joined the enemy.”

Looking for new challenges, Dvořák began writing “tone poems” based on the ancient folk tales 
converted into ballad-like poetry by fellow countryman Karl Erben, a celebrated Czech poet.  Eduard 
Hanslick, the leading music critic of the day, lamented Dvořák’s defection, writing, “I am afraid with 
this detailed programmatic music Dvořák has stepped onto a slippery slope which, in the end, leads to 
– Richard Strauss.  I just cannot accept that I must now put Dvořák on a level with Strauss; Dvořák is a 
true musician who has proved a hundred times that he needs no program and no description to enchant 
us through the medium of pure, absolute music.”  

The Golden Spinning Wheel, is Erben’s tale of a King who falls in love with the beautiful Dornicka.  
But when he commands that Dornicka be produced to the castle to become his bride, Dornicka’s 
evil stepmother substitutes her own lookalike daughter in Dornicka’s place.  To cover her tracks, the 
stepmother cuts off Dornicka’s hands and feet, gouges out her eyes, and leaves her to perish in the 
forest.  The King mistakes the stepmother’s daughter for Dornicka, marries her, and goes off to war.  

In his absence, a sorcerer comes across Dornicka’s remains.  Oddly enough, the evil stepmother has 
kept Dornicka’s eyes, hands, and feet so that her body could not be reassembled.  The crafty sorcerer 
tricks Dornicka’s clueless stepmother into giving him her missing parts in exchange for a golden spinning 
wheel.  The sorcerer calls upon his magic spirits, reattaches Dornicka’s severed parts, and brings her 
back to life.  Meanwhile the King has returned and spotted the splendid golden spinning wheel.  When 
he asks his wife to spin a golden thread for him, the wheel responds instead with a song, telling the King 
how he has been deceived and what mother and daughter did to his beloved Dornicka.  Enraged, the 
King throws both mother and daughter out of the castle into the forest where they are set upon and 
torn to pieces by wolves.  The King then finds Dornicka, takes her as his wife, and they live happily ever 
after.  

The music opens with the King riding his regal steed through the forest.  The hoofbeats and the horns 
tell us the nature of the occasion: a hunt.  He spots a cottage.  Dornicka answers the door.  The King 
is enchanted by her beauty.  We hear Dornicka’s leitmotif, or theme, played by the English horn and 
four descending notes from the solo violin.  The King asks her to marry him, but she says she needs 
permission from her stepmother.  (Uh oh.)

In Scene II, the King returns, looking for Dornicka’s stepmother.  The stepmother tries to convince the 
King to marry her daughter, not Dornicka.  No dice.

In Scene III, foreboding cellos and basses create a dark and ominous atmosphere.  The evil stepmother 
and her daughter lure Dornicka into the woods where they murder and dismember her.  

In Scene IV, the evil stepmother and nervous daughter waltz to the castle where the nearsighted King 



greets them.  Deceived, he marries the daughter, and a celebration and dance ensue.  

Scene V involves a sorcerer who finds Dornicka’s mutilated corpse in the forest.  He convinces the new 
queen and her mother to return her body parts to him in exchange for a magic golden spinning wheel, 
and he puts Dornicka back together.
 
Accompanied by trumpet fanfare, the King and his mounted army return from war to open Scene 
VI.  He spots the golden spinning wheel and commands his ersatz queen to spin some golden thread.  
Instead, the wheel bursts forth with a song advising the King what his queen and her mother have done 
to Dornicka.  The piccolo spills the beans, interrupted by a furious King.  The King ejects the villains 
from the castle and rides his horse into the forest where he finds a rejuvenated Dornicka.  They wed, 
celebrate, and live happily ever after.
 
Throughout the piece we hear a descriptive whirling figure that foreshadows and evokes the spinning 
wheel.  Near the end, Dvořák writes music that was clearly inspired by Richard Wagner’s Ring.  Sorry 
Hanslick.  Like most reactionary critics confronted with new ideas, you sure whiffed on this one.


