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Bruckner and the sublime experience

There exists the perception of a very strong
connection between the music of Bruckner and
religion, specifically Catholicism. The fact that
Bruckner grew up in the monastery of St. Florian
in Austria, where he was the church’s organist for
many years, obviously supports this connection.
In addition, there are elements in his symphonic
music that recall sacred music, such as the fre-
quent use of themes and orchestration that bring
to mind “chorales”. Also, in the development of
his symphonies, one gets the sensation of being
before something immense, associated by many
with God. All of this makes it more difficult to
approach the music of Bruckner from a purely
human perspective. However, this is precisely
the most interesting approach.

Of the three reasons enumerated above, the first
two are relatively easy to put aside. An aspect of
an artist’s life does not necessarily determine the
focus of his art. Actually, the use of biographi-
cal elements to interpret art is very dangerous
since, the greater and more universal the artist,
the less his art is affected by personal stories.
As for the second reason, the use of “chorales”
does not imply that the content has anything to
do with sacred music. It could be that this mu-
sical language is simply one that the composer
knows well.

The third reason is the most important. The
sensation of immensity is a basic characteristic
of Bruckner’s music and could even be said to

be his most important objective. This is how we
can approach the “sublime”. The word means
to go through a threshold, implying being at a
different level of experience from the normal.
Facing something that overwhelms our rational
understanding. It is often accompanied by terror.
The result is a transformation or catharsis that
lifts us from our everyday life and throws us,
without mercy, into unknown territory. The sub-
lime experience is often associated with natural
phenomena such as earthquakes and powerful
storms. However, even in antiquity it has been
suggested that situations created by man can
produce this effect. The first known essay that
broaches the subject is by the Greek Longinus,
who, writing about oratory suggests that a good
speaker can induce this experience in his audi-
ence. It would seem that music could be even
more effective at this.

How we psychologically process this experience
depends on our attitude. Most people place the
unknown in the realm of the supernatural, with
God as its head. A few will continue the struggle
to understand, even if conscious of the limita-
tions of our own intellect. In this line of thought,
we can say that even if our brains are not capable
of understanding something, it doesn’t follow
that this has to be something supernatural of
magical. Accepting Bruckner’s capacity to in-
duce a sublime experience, we don’t know what
his attitude towards it was, nor is that really
important when we have to face it ourselves. It



is an individual experience that, paradoxically,
separates us from that individuality, dissolving
us in the cosmos. Each individual will interpret
that event his own way depending on his at-
titude towards the unknown: we can bow our
heads to the mystery of God, taking solace in the
“certainty” of his goodness, or we can struggle
to find a deeper understanding of ourselves and
the universe with the freedom that some “mad-
men” feel when they go out in the open in the
middle of a hurricane.

Maybe if we try to understand how natural phe-
nomena can lead us to the sublime, we can get a
better understanding of the music of Bruckner.
We are normally quite happy to enjoy our pre-
eminent position in the world. We are the most
intelligent and the “fittest” creatures on this
planet, and maybe in the entire universe. We
believe that we can control our environment,
and this gives us comfort. The civilized society
we live in, with its laws and moral rules, gives
us security. To experience an absolutely amoral
earthquake can shake that comfort and security
so violently that our intellect is not capable of as-
similating our vulnerability.

It is surprising that a catholic “peasant” like
Bruckner would be capable of composing music
that can evoke the telluric force of an earthquake.
What complex passions must have existed in-
side that man! We can hear how he does it: with
hypnotic repetition of simple melodic phrases,

with long crescendos, and with overwhelming
masses of sound. This is how he makes us face
the terror of the abyss, the unknown. This abyss
attracts us with an elemental erotic force because
it is a place where opposites can coexist: we can
be and not be at the same time. My own experi-
ence teaches me that, when you enter Bruckner’s
world, what you can hear and feel there becomes
a necessity. It is a place where one can find roads
that enable us to make contact with profound
parts of our being that are normally closed to our
consciousness.

Although the idea of the sublime can be found
in all the music of Bruckner, it is in the last three
symphonies where the composer, in his maturity,
inspires this experience most effectively. And it
is the Adagio of the Eighth Symphony that is
usually associated with the strongest sublime
experience. Some even consider this the greatest
adagio ever composed.

Looking more closely at the Eighth Symphony,
one finds that it is in the tonality of C minor,
which is associated with tragedy, and specifical-
ly with individual tragedy: man confronting his
destiny. This individuality is an essential part of
the heroic ethic, assuming that we face that des-
tiny with strength and courage. Typical of this
approach is Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony in the
same key of C minor. In fact, the first movement
of the Bruckner symphony has a marked heroic
attitude that begins with the main theme, which



is rhythmically related to the Siegfried leitmotif
from Wagner’s Ring of the Nibelung (the leitmo-
tif is played, in its original form, by the horns
during the long ascent to the sublime climax of
the Adagio). The Scherzo, typical of Bruckner,
is a demonic dance, while the Trio seems to be
the polar opposite of this, full of very un-heroic
nostalgia, but in any case very human. It is inter-
esting that the Scherzo is the second movement,
as in Beethoven’s Ninth. In this manner, the first
two movements, also the shortest, combine to
form the first part of a great symphonic triptych.

The famous Adagio has three great sections and
a Coda, with two thematic groups in each sec-
tion. The first thematic group is visionary, with
musical lines of great length: these are character-
istics associated with the heroic ethic. The second
group is more emotional and personal. The first
two sections present and develop the themes. In
the third section, building on the first thematic
group, we reach the climax, coming face to face
with the abyss in its depth as well as its breadth.
In this third section the second group is reduced
to the minimum. The Coda is characterized by
its harmonic stability, supporting this way the
objective calm that is the result of the sublime
experience.

The experience of the Adagio will give us an in-

ner consistency, which will allow us to go into
the world, in the last movement, with greater
strength and conviction. This fourth movement
is, without any doubt, the most successful finale
in any Bruckner symphony. Usually, these sym-
phonies excel more for their beginnings than
for their endings, more for opening new roads
to explore than for the territory actually con-
quered. The last movement of the Eighth is long,
complex, and difficult to get through coherently.
However, the purely human and heroic quality
of the symphony gives this movement a form
that is as convincing as it is complex. This shows
us the way to an end that is the most convincing
and imposing of all the works by Bruckner. Firm-
ness and conviction, building on the heroic ethic,
is the best way to achieve this.

It is significant that Bruckner achieves his most
sublime moment, as well as his most successful
finale, in the most human and heroic of his sym-
phonies. We could conclude from this that pure-
ly human way is the most effective in leading
us to a sublime experience, which is, in the end,
a purely human experience. It is thus doubtful
whether the sublime has an intrinsic relationship
with the religious. Rather, the religious content
is something added or not by each person, de-
pending on the attitude we assume towards this
experience.

Eduardo Chibés



Eduardo Chibas

Since 1992, when he conducted the Venezuela
Symphony Orchestra in Wagner’s Meisters-
inger Prelude, Eduardo Chibds has carved out
a solid trajectory as an orchestral conductor
that is now recognized nationally and inter-
nationally.

An example of this is the first CD set of all
Beethoven symphonies made in Venezuela, all
recorded live with the Carabobo Symphony
Orchestra. Sandor Végh, who was music direc-
tor of the Camerata Salzburg and was twice in
Caracas wrote: ““Eduardo Chibés has a very
tight relation to Beethoven and his special
message.”

Later he was invited to conduct The Camerata
Salzburg on a visit to Caracas. In 1999, he also
conducted Portugal’s Orchestra of the North.
In 2005 he recorded, also live, Beethoven’s
five Piano Concertos with the Brazilian pianist
Luiz de Moura Castro and the Venezuela Sym-
phony Orchestra.

In November of 2007, Eduardo Chibés trav-
elled to Germany, where he was invited to
conduct Beethoven’s Fourth and Seventh Sym-
phonies at Regensburg, Bavaria, with excellent
reviews in the local press. The Donaupost
wrote: “Eduardo Chibés sparked impressive
energies in the orchestra”.

While Eduardo Chibés is well known for his
interpretations of Beethoven’s symphonies
and concertos, his name is now also linked
with another great symphonic composer: An-
ton Bruckner. In May of 2004, Eduardo Chibas
conducted Bruckner’s Seventh Symphony
with the Venezuela Symphony Orchestra. It
was the first time the orchestra had performed
the work. In 2005 he conducted the Eighth
Symphony with the same orchestra, this event
marking the premiere in Venezuela of this
great work. Another Venezuelan premiere fol-
lowed in 2007 with Bruckner’s Ninth.

The live recordings of the Seventh and Eighth
Symphonies have been praised by internation-
al publications such as Fanfare Magazine. In
the January / February 2007 edition said: “Edu-
ardo Chibds proves a thoroughly sympathetic
and powerful interpreter of Anton Bruckner’s
music. His vision is distinctly his own, but it
rivals in quality those of legendary conduc-
tors whose names come up most often when
we think of great interpreters of Bruckner, for
example Furtwingler, Jochum, Karajan, Klem-
perer, Knappertsbusch, Tintner, and Wand.”

In the most important web page dedicated
to Anton Bruckner’s discography (www.
abruckner.com), these recordings have been
singled out as excellent interpretations. All of
his recordings with the Venezuela Symphony



Orchestra can be ordered from this web page,
and are also on sale in Japan. Radio stations
from countries such as the United States, Swe-
den, Israel, Cyprus, Holland among others,
play the recordings of Chibds.

In 2008, the Venezuelan newspaper El Uni-
versal put on sale a collection of 10 records of
Eduardo Chibés and the Venezuela Symphony
Orchestra with sales of almost 200,000 CD’s.

In 2011, Eduardo Chibds launched a website
devoted to selling downloads of his own re-
masterings of recordings by the great conduc-
tor Wilhelm Furtwéngler. His own recordings
can also be acquired at this site.

Eduardo Chibéds was born in Havana, Cuba. He
received a BS and MS in Applied Mathematics
and Operations Research from Columbia Uni-
versity, New York. He lives in Venezuela since
1971. In 1976, he founded AW Nazca Saatchi
& Saatchi, a renowned advertising agency of
which he is currently its Chairman. He is Presi-
dent of the Wagner Society of Venezuela.

Web pages: www.eduardochibas.com
www.furtwanglersound.com




The Recordings of Eduardo Chibas
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Beethoven

The 5 Piano Concertos

Luiz de Moura Castro, piano
Venezuela Symphony Orch.

Beethoven
Symphonies No. 1 & 3
Carabobo Symphony Orch.

Beethoven
Symphonies No. 1 & 3
Venezuela Symphony Orch.

Beethoven Symphony No. 2
Wagner Wotan’s Farewell,
Siegfried’s Funeral March,
Die Meistersinger Prelude
Venezuela Symphony Orch.

Beethoven
Symphonies No. 5 & 7
Venezuela Symphony Orch.

Beethoven
Symphony No. 9
Venezuela Symphony Orch.

Bruckner
Symphony No. 7
Venezuela Symphony Orch.

Bruckner
Symphony No. 8
Venezuela Symphony Orch.

Bruckner
Symphony No. 9
Venezuela Symphony Orch.
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