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Von Ken Ward, Herausgeber „The Bruckner Journal“,  

  

Bruckner’s Ninth Symphony at the 

BrucknerTage 2015, Saint Florian  
 

 

20 August 2015, 8 pm, Sala Terrena, St Florian monastery, nr. Linz, Austria  

Symphony No. 9 (with Finale completed Carragan)  

            arr. 2 pianos, 4 hands, by Karl Grunsky & Prof. William Carragan.  

           Till Alexander Körber & Reinhold Puri-Jobi (pianos)  

 

21 August 2015, 8 pm, Basilica, St Florian monastery, nr. Linz, Austria  

Symphony No. 9  

Altomonte-Orchestra / Rémy Ballot  

 

he very heart of the celebration of Bruckner's music is today to be found at St Florian, a vast 

Baroque monastery in Upper Austria. This is entirely appropriate for it was Bruckner's favourite 

place, where he was brought up by the monks as a teenager and where he could find refuge 

throughout his life from the vicissitudes of his situation as a socially ill-equipped composer, 

organist and teacher in Vienna. That heritage is now centred upon the Bruckner Tage (Bruckner Days), 

a week-long festival that from small and inconspicuous beginnings has flowered into a major event in the 

musical calendar, characterised by the adventurous and broad appeal of its programme, which focuses 

each year upon one symphony, and where you will always hear a full orchestral performance, but will 

also have an opportunity to hear other approaches to the work, from piano transcriptions to jazz 

improvisations.  

 

In recent years the reputation of the festival has 

been much enhanced by the work of Rémy 

Ballot whose recorded performances of 

Symphonies 3 and 8 have been received with 

great acclaim. They are characterised by a 

combination of very slow tempi and 

incandescent visionary power. For these reasons 

and others, expectations were very high for his 

performance of Bruckner’s Ninth symphony in 

this year’s festival. The burden on the conductor 

of these expectations must be daunting. In the 

rehearsals one sensed an interpretation of immense power emerging; in the concert itself this conception 

was not unceasingly available to the audience.  

 

As with many ecclesiastical buildings, the acoustic is blessed and cursed with extreme reverberation, 

sounds ricocheting in all directions for several seconds. Slow tempi where the harmonic rhythm is active 

are essential, but not always enough to ensure coherence. In post-concert discussions it became obvious 

that we had all been to different concerts depending primarily upon where in the basilica one found 

oneself seated. From my vantage point I heard a performance of cataclysmic power, a symphony 

reported to be dedicated to “the Dear God” here seemed to confront the Universe itself. The opening was 

especially powerful. The symphony launched after a long preparatory silence, the opening horn theme 

rising nobly heavenward but already ominous and filled with dread. Come the vast unison octave drop of 

the first theme group climax, and its implacable final cadence, the extraordinary and courageous scale of 

the conductor's and orchestra's aspirations were revealed.  
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Always in his opening and closing movements Bruckner presents three theme groups, the second of 

which is a lyrical section Bruckner called 'Gesangsperiode’ - song section - which will often call for a 

slower tempo than the more dramatic music of the 1st and 3rd themes between which it is sandwiched.  

 

Already at a slow tempo, Maestro Ballot nevertheless kept this tempo relationship, so that the  

Gesangsperiode at first seemed shockingly slow. But the glorious intensity of the playing of the 

Altomonte Orchestra became increasingly passionate and the structure of the exposition maintained its 

 proportions. In the course of what Bruckner regarded as the second part of the movement, primarily an 

elaborated restatement, it was as though some overwhelming volcanic turbulence was with slow and 

inexorable power forcing its way through the crevices of a wasted landscape - only the even more 

passionate recapitulation of the Gesangsperiode offering succour to the human spirit. The idiosyncrasies 

of the acoustic forced shimmering, glinting and blazing orchestral sound unpredictably to the forefront, 

the high strings suddenly emerging, all the climaxes delivered with indomitable strength.  

 

Somehow in this cavernous acoustic the Scherzo must be made to bite, and the musicians were more 

effective in this in the da capo than in the first statement, but even so it was, as a colleague put it, “as 

though the gates of hell had opened” and the frenetic trumpet fanfares of the closing bars embellished 

the full horror of it all. The trio was able to be played somewhat faster because the harmony remains 

static, but I didn't quite feel that this new tempo had an organic relationship with that of the Scherzo 

sections.  

 

The Adagio, that in rehearsal had hung together well, seemed on the night to have been extended to the 

point of fracture. Continuity through the long pauses was not guaranteed. Nevertheless, it was a 

performance of great beauty, the playing of the strings in their opening gesture, presented with a 

wonderfully clean rising ninth. In the lyrical second subject, after the heartfelt descending chorale that 

Bruckner described as his 'farewell to life', the string playing was especially moving. Progress did not 

come over as unremittingly purposeful, but nevertheless the lyrical theme that had been so sweetly 

played was eventually transformed into an ominous and increasingly discordant rising sequence, and the 

shattering dissonance that crowns the movement, pulsated, screeched and thundered through the vast 

spaces of the vast church. The rhythmic pulse of the of winding down seemed a little uneven: maybe it 

was necessary to shy away from requiring the long held E major chord on the brass to be extended 

beyond the capability of mere humans. 

  

It had been a performance to challenge the mere human capability of the audience, especially those sat 

on hard pews in the reverberant nightmare of the central nave. Even for those of us more kindly 

accommodated, the performance was a sobering experience, an uncompromising glimpse into the 

inhospitable world of a composer already very ill and haunted by the prospect of a death that would 

deny him the opportunity of finishing the work with the D major song of praise and hallelujah his 

religious faith may have granted.  

 

*                      *                      *                       *                        * 

 

Something of the composer's extraordinary conception for this finale had been brought to life by a 

spectacular performance on two pianos (four hands) by Till Alexander Körber and Reinhold Puri-Jobi 

the previous evening. This was a real triumph. The players gave a performance of the first three 

movements as transcribed by Karl Grunsky, and after the interval Prof. William Carragan gave a short 

introduction outlining the three principles of the completer's work: firstly to use all the latest surviving 

sources in the form in which they exist; secondly to fill the gaps and fill out the texture appropriately; 

and thirdly, to use such other information as is available. The three principles are in order of importance. 

Then we heard the Finale as completed by Professor Carragan and transcribed for two pianos.  

 

 

 



 
 

The pianists displayed extraordinary skill of ensemble, and of recreation of orchestral sound. The 

opening tremolo - a frequent feature of Bruckner symphonies that usually sounds too loud, too lumpy, 

and totally lacking in atmospheric magic when performed on pianos - was miraculously recreated, misty  

and distant and the perfect background for the rising horn theme. The piano cannot create the full range 

of orchestral dynamics, but the pianists 

used every resource of energy and 

attack to bring the great climaxes to 

life. The rhythm of the inner parts 

registers more strongly when presented 

on the piano, and this was especially 

true of the Gesangsperiode in the first 

movement, which thereby gained a 

glittering texture and forward moving 

lilt that was utterly beguiling. Indeed, 

the awareness of continuing rhythmic 

activity that is not quite so apparent 

from full orchestra gave to the whole 

first movement an underlying unifying 

pulse.  

 

The finale benefitted similarly: the animated and restless toccata-like music was full of rhythmic 

vitality, and the very limitations of the piano transcription maybe helped to ensure that the finale 

sounded entirely of a piece with previous three movements. Sustained notes, especially in the Adagio, 

were often achieved by repeated notes which also create rhythmic activity not delivered by the 

orchestral version, so the whole symphony seemed to be wonderfully transported within a rolling, rarely 

interrupted rhythmic overlay.  

 

The Scherzo was predictably percussive, and had plenty of bounce to it, though one missed something of 

the sustained woodwind in the opening pages, and the Trio was the only passage where I thought 

perhaps the pianists could have managed something a little more delicate, primarily in the repeated 

staccato quavers - but nevertheless the whole movement was gripping and suitably ominous.  

 

The Adagio, which one might have thought would suffer most from the absence of sustained strings, was 

in the event deeply moving. The quieter passages had an affecting meditative quality, deriving from and 

strongly communicated by the concentration and sensitivity of the performers. The climax was very 

effectively paced, Grunsky’s transcription miraculous, and the wind-down leading to closing pages of 

peaceful beauty, the long held chord on brass in effect replaced by four pianissimo chords.  

 

Maybe it was the benefit of Professor Carragan’s introduction which included a brief formal summary, 

and perhaps it was an added benefit of hearing the piano transcription, or of the communicative power 

of the pianists, but never before has the formal clarity of the Finale been displayed to me with such focus 

and coherence. The double-dotted rhythms that have obsessive pervasiveness in this movement are well 

presented by the percussive quality of the piano. Of course you miss the trumpet shining out atop of the 

chorale but even so, it sounded good and strong. The complexities of the development somehow seemed 

to make complete sense, and the fugue gained a Beethovenian muscularity. The two great waves of 

Carragan’s coda attained considerable dramatic power, the symphony sounded complete, its finish 

positive and triumphant. The audience responded with a standing ovation for the completer and the 

superlative performers! 
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Bruckner In St. Florian 

 
 

Jens F. Laurson , 

Contributor 

I write about the culture, especially classical music. 

 

T’was a coolly refreshing evening in the inner courtyard of the vast baroque priory of St. Florian in 

Upper Austria, just before the final concert of the St. Florian BrucknerTage (Bruckner-Days) on August 

21: The brass section of the Altomonte Orchestra – basically a purpose-assembled summer-band – get rid 

of excess energy by regaling the guests of the monastery’s restaurant with a selection of brass-band 

favorites from hunting songs to Wagner chorales: Got you in the mood alright for Bruckner’s Ninth 

Symphony under Rémy Ballot, a Sergiù Celibidache disciple with a penchant for glorious length, 

especially in the music of Anton Bruckner. 

 

For this grand finale of the week-long celebration of Bruckner, the vast, gorgeous baroque basilica was 

filled to the brim, except for the side balconies, allegedly among the best places but cordoned off on this 

occasion. (That fact made a most determined Austrian journalist lady – habitually taking her seat there 

and with little intention to yielding to some stripling with a badge squeaking “Verboten” – reveal a whole 

new color-range in her vocabulary when she ultimately had to follow others’ instructions over her 

instinct.) With everyone seated and standing in the right places, the sounds of Debussy’s Images pour 

orchestra, the concert’s amuse-gueule, rose to the organ balcony on which I had found myself at the last 

minute. 

 

Not seeing the orchestra from this position, there was a Bayreuthean feeling of being engulfed in wafts of 

sound stemming from nowhere, as the shimmering soft and pastel-colored music of Debussy floated up 

through the wide and reverberant space of the basilica. Short of Parsifal, what music could possibly be 

better suited to this acoustic approach than the perfumes of sound that are Debussy. (Well, Messiaen, 

probably, but that might scare more Brucknerians than it would delight, were it to share a program with 

the Ninth Symphony.) The performance matched the lovely acoustic and spatial phenomenon. 

 

Bruckner’s symphonies are thought to inherit the space of cathedrals. To quote myself misquoting 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe: 

 

Goethe, it is said, called architecture ‘frozen music’. If we turn the statement around, we have a description of 

music as ‘fluid architecture’, an always changing, living structure. No music fits this description better than 

that of Anton Bruckner… No gothic cathedral is as cathedral-like as is his Eight Symphony, for example. His 

symphonies… are monumental structures. Broad and somber, earnest and yet filled with a glory that comes to 

the fore, much like when visiting the Dome of Cologne or Notre Dame in Paris. They are architectural 

documents of faith, only purer, less tainted than the history of any actual cathedral would be. 



 
 

 

It is true, Bruckner, the village school-teacher by training, organist by trade and largely misunderstood 

composer, probably only ever wrote music to the purpose celebrating the glory of God. But it is hard to 

speak about Bruckner passionately without drifting towards the cliché of the simple, honest, devout 

man, on bended knee before God the Almighty, ever self-effacing and really more an organist who had 

traded his natural instrument in for a symphony orchestra, yet continued to compose secular 

symphonies within a sacred framework: ‘his’ St. Florian, the place his musical career had started as a 

chorister. 

 

It is also true that Bruckner’s music has a tradition of being performed very successfully in cathedrals. 

Some of the greatest Bruckner recordings hail from such spaces: Günter Wand’s mythically great Eighth 

from the Lübeck Cathedral or his similarly fine Ninth from the same place. Pierre Boulez‘ (of all people!) 

iron-fisted, magnificent Eight from St.Florian. Or Eugen Jochum’s autumnal grandeur in the Fifth from 

the Ottobeuren Abbey. Even Rémy Ballot’s two last recorded performances at the St. Florian Bruckner-

Days of the Third and Eighth symphonies are being hailed as dark-horse favorites. 

 

And yet, to argue that his music is more at home there, than the concert hall, would be going too far. 

The cathedral is not its natural home only because it is a cathedral his music evokes. Performing in such 

a space is only as successful as the result – and to get to a satisfying result, care must be taken and 

compromises made. The performance on this occasion suggested that plenty of care was taken, most 

compromises satisfactorily negotiated and the result was a very considerable one as an experience, if not 

a great one as concerns the performance per se. 

 

The Second Coming Of Sergiu Celibidache? 

 

At 32 minutes, the slowly rolling opening movement sounded like a heavenly freight train, if not so 

much catching speed, eventually, but mass and glory. To suggest, merely by way of indicating the 

minute-count, it was a slow performance, could be misleading. Slow is not an objective quality, but a 

subjective one involving time and space. What is slow in the reverberant acoustic of the St. Florian 

basilica (with an effective reverb of 4 and more seconds) is something else than what would be slow in 

most concert halls. Or rather: A nominally slow tempo taken in the basilica, with all the information of 

sound to subside before a new batch of information can be processed by the ears, is still subjectively 

faster than a quicker pace would be in a more conventional, acoustically drier space. Without trying to 

undermine that very point: what Maestro Ballot does is decidedly slow, even in the basilica; a slowness 

that eventually gave the first movement a meditative quality. To which extent the acoustic on the organ 

balcony at the back of the church affected this is hard to say, given my experiencing the space for the 

first time. It certainly had some effect, since the sound, by the time it got there, was one great soup, or 

all color but little detail. Bruckner can handle it, but he doesn’t benefit; there’s no denying that this was 

much better suited to Debussy. 

 

The second movement (14 minutes), perhaps unexpectedly, offered great playfulness, juxtaposed by the 

brawny, brooding, pushing blocks of music with which Bruckner so typically compartmentalizes his 

symphonies. Individual orchestral voices, quite cruelly exposed by the tempo, did squeak and croak here 

and there, and perhaps the brass section shouldn’t have expended all that energy in the musical amuse 

bouche beforehand, but the body-at-large of the Altomonte Orchestra executed Ballot’s idea well. And 

for all the blending of sound, there were inner voices, helped by the deliberation that came out 

unexpectedly and atmospherically in ways one simply doesn’t ever hear elsewhere. (With a good deal of 

patching from the rehearsal, this might yield yet another unique and maybe even exceptional recording.) 

 

 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Anton Bruckner 
Symphony No.3 
R.Ballot, Altomonte Orchestra – live, St.Florian Basilica (Gramola) 
 
 
 

The third movement is this unfinished Symphony’s finale by unfortunate default. Being the intended 

penultimate movement of one of the great “Unfinished” Symphonies, it has been forced into a position 

for which it was never intended but for which we, not knowing any better and being burdened by the 

knowledge of Bruckner’s subsequent death, deem it so well suited. A position which even Bruckner did 

not wish to burden it with, apparently, when he suggested on his death bed that his Te Deum be tacked 

on to end the symphony… leaving the slow movement just that: a slow movement, not a harbinger of 

the afterlife. 

 

The Ninth with a reconstructed last movement (Bruckner wrote most of it and most of that is fully 

scored, but other sketches – either lost or never created – are wholly missing) has been gaining a little 

traction, since Simon Rattle has recorded it with the Berlin Philharmonic. In it, we get a glimpse of the 

what-would-have-been. But three movements is still the standard – and that slow and heart-rending, 

Bruckner-unlike wistfully doubting movement remains, to our myth-willing ears, Bruckner’s farewell 

and his tombstone. So here (over 27 minutes), especially given the setting: in this basilica, Bruckner’s 

place of work, a place now more of Bruckner-worship than worship of the Lord. Bruckner would recoil at 

the thought. 

 

Wrong or misconceived though this approach may be, it succeeded thus, movingly. It unfolded in the 

manner of an Adalbert Stifter novel* and teased the listener along to the very, at last approaching, end. 

I prefer silence after a performance in a church but the very international Bruckner-loving crowd opted 

for profanely-wild, understandable applause. 

 

*A fitting description perhaps, given the nearby Linz-based author’s penchant for passive-aggressive 

slowness and über-deliberation which comes out most cruelly and ingeniously in Indian Summer, but 

also a pretentious one and too obscure to leave unexplained. 

 
 

 

 


